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Terminology
In data based on the Current Population Survey, “employed” Americans are those who were at
work in the week prior to the survey or who were temporarily absent from their job. In data based
on the Current Employment Statistics survey, “employed” Americans are those who are on nonfarm payrolls who received pay for any part of the pay period that includes the 12th day of the
month, including those on paid leave. Persons are counted in each job they hold. In data from the
Pew Research Center surveys, “employed” Americans are those who say they work full or part
time, unless otherwise noted. “In the labor force” is used to describe those who are either
employed or are unemployed but are looking for work.
Employed respondents were asked how many jobs they have. If they said they have more than one,
they were asked if they consider one to be their primary job. Respondents who reported having
more than one job and don’t consider one to be their primary job were not asked most subsequent
questions about their current job. Those who said they have more than one but consider one to be
their primary job were asked to think about only their primary job when answering questions
about their current job. See topline questionnaire for details on how each question was filtered.
Throughout this report, “four-year degree” and “bachelor’s degree” are used interchangeably.
Similarly, “a bachelor’s degree or more” and “at least a bachelor’s degree” convey the same level of
educational attainment. Unless otherwise noted, “some college” includes those with a two-year
degree or those who have attended college but did not complete a degree. “High school” refers to
those who have attained a high school diploma or its equivalent, such as a General Education
Development (GED) certificate.
References to whites, blacks and Asians include only those who are non-Hispanic, unless
otherwise noted, and identify themselves as only one race. Hispanics are of any race. In Chapters 2
to 5, Asians are not analyzed separately due to small sample size.
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The State of American Jobs

Tectonic changes are reshaping U.S. workplaces
as the economy moves deeper into the
knowledge-focused age. These changes are
affecting the very nature of jobs by rewarding
social, communications and analytical skills.
They are prodding many workers to think about
lifetime commitments to retraining and
upgrading their skills. And they may be
prompting a society-wide reckoning about
where those constantly evolving skills should be
learned – and what the role of colleges should
be.

How economic change is reshaping the
workplace

A new Pew Research Center survey, conducted
in association with the Markle Foundation,
finds that these new realities are not lost on the
American public: The vast majority of U.S.
workers say that new skills and training may
hold the key to their future job success.
That sentiment is echoed in a new Pew
Research Center analysis of government jobs
data, which finds that for the past several
decades, employment has been rising faster in
jobs requiring higher levels of preparation –
that is, more education, training and
experience.
The number of workers in occupations
requiring average to above-average education,
training and experience increased from 49
million in 1980 to 83 million in 2015, or by

Note: Employment data (top panel) are based on civilians ages 16
and older who are currently employed. “Job preparation” is a
combination of education, experience and training. Survey findings
(lower panel) are based on adults (ages 18+) who are in the labor
force.
Source: Employment data are based on a Pew Research Center
analysis of O*NET and monthly Current Population Survey data
(IPUMS). Opinion data are from a survey of U.S. adults conducted
May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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68%. This was more than double the 31% increase over the same period in employment, from 50
million to 65 million, in jobs requiring below-average education, training and experience.1
At the same time, the national survey – conducted May 25 to June 29, 2016, among 5,006 U.S.
adults (including 3,096 employed adults) – shows how deeply Americans have internalized these
trends:
Many see personal upgrading as a constant: More than half (54%) of adults in the labor force say it
will be essential for them to get training and develop new skills throughout their work life in order
to keep up with changes in the workplace. And 35% of workers, including about three-in-ten (27%)
adults with at least a bachelor’s degree, say they don’t have the education and training they need to
get ahead at work. Many are already taking action or being required to do so by their employer or
by licensing requirements in their jobs: 45% of employed adults say they got extra training to
improve their job skills in the past 12 months.
The public sees threats to jobs coming from several directions: Eight-in-ten adults say increased
outsourcing of jobs to other countries hurts American workers, and roughly the same share (77%)
say having more foreign-made products sold in the U.S. has been harmful. Significant shares also
cite increased use of contract or temporary workers (57%) and declines in union membership
(49%) as trends that are hurting, rather than helping, workers. At the same time, global markets
for U.S.-made products are seen as helpful for workers by 68% of adults. And seven-in-ten say the
rise of the internet and email has been a net positive.
Americans think the responsibility for preparing and succeeding in today’s workforce starts with
individuals themselves: Roughly seven-in-ten (72%) say “a lot” of responsibility falls on
individuals to make sure that they have the right skills and education to be successful in today’s
economy. And 60% believe public K-12 schools should bear a lot of responsibility for this. After
that, views differ on the roles that other entities, such as companies and different levels of
government, should play in preparing people for the workforce.
The role of college is being debated: While many college graduates with two- or four-year degrees
describe their own experience as having a positive impact on them, just 16% of all Americans think
that a four-year degree prepares students very well for a well-paying job in today’s economy. And
The level of preparation required by an occupation is based on ratings from the Department of Labor’s Occupational Information Network
(O*NET). In the O*NET data, the preparation required is rated on a scale of one (little or no preparation needed) to five (extensive preparation
needed). This rating depends on a combination of education, experience, and other forms of job training. The mid-level preparation (rating of
three) corresponds to an associate degree or a similar level of vocational training, plus some prior job experience and one to two years of
either formal or informal on-the-job training (e.g., electricians). Above-average preparation typically calls for a four-year college degree and
additional years of experience and training (e.g., lawyers).
1
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there is no consensus regarding the main purpose of college. Roughly a third of adults (35%) say it
should be to help individuals grow personally and intellectually, while 50% say it should be to
teach job-related skills.
Overall, the survey findings and employment data show how Americans are hustling to adapt to
new labor force realities. Some of the key themes in this two-pronged analysis:

The nature of jobs is changing, and women may be beneficiaries
The new analysis of employment data shows
that the job categories with the highest growth
tend to require higher social skills, analytic
savvy and technical prowess. Since 1980,
employment in jobs requiring stronger social
skills, namely interpersonal, communications
or management skills, increased from 49
million to 90 million, or 83%. Further,
employment increased 77% (from 49 million
to 86 million) in jobs requiring higher levels of
analytical skills, including critical thinking and
computer use. By comparison, the number of
workers in jobs requiring higher levels of
manual or physical skills, such as machinery
operation and physical labor has changed
relatively little.2

Employment growth is more rapid in
occupations requiring higher social or
analytical skills
% change in employment, 1980-2015
All occupations

50%

Occupations requiring
higher levels of ...
Social skills

83

Analytical skills
Physical skills

77
18

Note: Based on employed civilians ages 16 and older. Occupations
requiring a higher level of a skill set are those with average to
above-average ratings in the importance of the skill set to job
performance. Because an individual occupation may require higher
levels of more than one skill, the three categories of occupations
are not mutually exclusive.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and monthly
Current Population Survey data (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”

A look at occupations by the combinations of
skills suggests that jobs requiring both higher
social and higher analytical skills, such as
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
managerial or teaching jobs, are generally
doing better than other jobs in terms of
employment growth. Employment in these hybrid occupations has grown 94% since 1980 (from
39 million to 76 million), representing a higher growth rate than jobs requiring higher social skills
or those calling for higher analytical skills.

The importance of a given skill to a job is ascertained from the latest ratings in the Department of Labor’s Occupational Information Network
(O*NET). See Chapter 1 and Methodology for more details.
2
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How we measured the changing need for skills in the workplace:
The analysis of job skills and preparation in this report is based on the U.S. Department of Labor’s Occupational
Information Network (O*NET), a database covering more than 950 occupations. Each occupation is rated on a
series of dimensions, including the importance of various skills and the level of preparation needed to perform
the job.
This report analyzes the changing demand for three major families of job skills – social, analytical and physical.
Social skills encompass such things as writing, speaking, managing and negotiating. Examples of analytical skills
are critical thinking, mathematics and computer programming. Physical skills include operating vehicles and
machinery and repairing electronic equipment. Occupations were rated as requiring either an average to aboveaverage level of each major skill type or a below-average level of each skill. The skill ratings utilize the latest
available O*NET data and do not change over time. Changes in employment for occupations grouped by the
importance of social, analytical and physical skills reflect the changing need for each skill. (Employment
estimates are derived from the Current Population Survey (CPS); see Chapter 1 and Methodology for more
details.)
Many occupations have overlapping skill requirements (e.g., it is important for postsecondary teachers to have
higher levels of both social and analytical skills).
The analysis also uses O*NET data to examine the changing need for job preparation in the workplace. The level
of preparation reflects the combination of education, experience and other forms of training needed on the job.
Occupations were rated as requiring either an average to above-average level of preparation or a below-average
level of preparation. The average level of preparation corresponds to an associate degree or a similar level of
vocational training, plus some prior job experience and one or two years of either formal or informal on-the-job
training (e.g., electricians).

www.pewresearch.org
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The shifting demand for skills in the modern
workplace may be working to the benefit of
women. Women, who represent 47% of the
overall workforce, make up the majority of
workers in jobs where social or analytical skills
are relatively more important, 55% and 52%,
respectively. For their part, men are relatively
more engaged in jobs calling for more
intensive physical and manual skills, making
up 70% of workers in those occupations. This
is likely to have contributed to the shrinking of
the gender pay gap from 1980 to 2015 given
that wages are rising much faster in jobs
requiring social and analytical skills.
These changes highlight the rise of a serviceoriented and knowledge-based economy. From
1990 to 2015, employment growth in the U.S.
was led by the educational services and health
care and social assistance sectors.
Employment has doubled in each of these
sectors since 1990 (105% and 99%,
respectively). By comparison, overall
employment (non-farm) increased 30% during
this period.

Most workers say they will need
continuous training, and many say they
don’t have the skills they need now to get
ahead in their job.

Over the past 25 years, employment
growth has been most rapid in
education and health services
% change in industry employment, 1990-2015
105%

Educational services
Health care and social
assistance
Professional and
business services

99
81

Leisure and hospitality

63

Transportation and
warehousing

39

Other services

32

All

30

Financial activites

23

Construction

22

Government

20

Retail trade

19

Wholesale trade

12

Mining and logging

7

Information
Utilities

2
-25

Manufacturing -30
Note: “All” does not include farm employment.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics Current Employment Statistics survey.
“The State of American Jobs”

Fully 54% of adults who are currently in the
labor force say that it will be essential for them
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
to get training and develop new skills
throughout their work life to keep up with
changes in the workplace. An additional 33% say this will be important, but not essential. Only
12% of workers say ongoing training will not be important for them.
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It’s the most highly educated workers who feel
this most acutely. Some 63% of adults with a
bachelor’s degree or higher level of education
say they will need to keep advancing their
skills throughout their career, compared with
45% of those with no college experience who
feel the same sense of urgency. Government
data reinforce this finding as workers with
higher levels of education are more likely to
engage in job training or acquire job
certificates or licenses.

Adults with higher levels of education
see a greater need for ongoing training
%, among those in the labor force, saying it will be
essential for them to get training and develop new skills
throughout their work life
Bachelor's degree+

63

Associate degree

57

Some college
High school or less

54
45

Note: “Some college” includes those who have attended college, but

Young adults are more likely than their older
have not earned a degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
counterparts to see skills and training as
“The State of American Jobs”
essential (61% among those ages 18 to 29),
.PEW RESEARCH CENTER
perhaps because of the longer trajectory they
have ahead of them. Even so, 56% of those
ages 30 to 49 say ongoing training will be essential for them, as do roughly four-in-ten workers
ages 50 and older.

Adults who are working in certain STEM-related industries of science, technology, engineering
and math are among the most likely to say ongoing training and skills development will be
essential for them. Two-thirds of employed adults who work in computer programming and
information technology say this will be essential for them. And roughly six-in-ten workers who are
in the health care industry (62%) say the same. By contrast, about half of adults working in
hospitality (47%), manufacturing or farming (46%) or retail or wholesale trade (46%) see training
and skills development as an essential part of their future work life.3
For some people, acquiring new skills won’t just be a necessity in the future: 35% of working adults
say they need more education and training now in order to get ahead in their job or career. A
plurality of those who say they need more training say the best way for them to get that training
would be through additional formal education. This is true across levels of educational attainment:
Four-year college graduates say they would pursue a graduate degree, two-year college graduates
say they would try to get a four-year degree, and high school graduates say they would go to
college.

The industries and occupations mentioned are not exhaustive but represent some of the most common responses given in the survey. See
Methodology for details on how industries and occupations were classified.
3

www.pewresearch.org

10
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

A significant share (about a third) of workers who say they need more training believe on-the-job
training would be the best way to gain the skills they need to get ahead, while fewer (17%) point to
certificate programs as the most promising pathway.

Public sees a mix of soft
skills and technical skills as
crucial to success in today’s
economy
When people think about what
it takes for workers to be
successful these days, large
majorities rank a mixture of
technical and “soft skills” as
critical, including detailed
understanding of how to use
computers (85% say this is
“extremely” or “very”
important), ability to work
with those from diverse
backgrounds (85%), training
in writing and
communications (85%) and
access to training to update
skills (82%).

Americans believe knowledge of computers, social
dexterity, communications skills and access to
training are keys to success for today’s workers
% saying these traits are important for workers to be successful in today's
economy
Extremely
important

Very
important
NET 85%

Somewhat
important

40

45

12

49

12

Having a detailed
understanding of how to use
computer technology

85%

Being able to work with people
from many different
backgrounds

35
85%

Training in writing and
communicating

37

48

13

82%
Access to training to keep
skills up to date

33

49

16

69%
Training in math and science

22

47

26

64%
Knowing a computer or
programming language

23
37%

41

Next on the list are training in
27
40
science and math – 69%
Mastering social media 10
36%
believe that is extremely or
very important – and knowing
Knowing a foreign language 10
25
43
computer programming
Note: NETs calculated before rounding.
(64%). A smaller share of
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
Americans believe that
“The State of American Jobs”
mastering social media (37%)
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
and knowing a foreign
language (36%) are at least very important for success in the modern workplace.
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When workers are asked about the skills they rely on most in their jobs, interpersonal skills,
critical thinking, and good written and spoken communications skills top the list.4 While most
Americans say having a detailed understanding of computer technology is very important for
success in today’s economy, only 28% say computer skills are central to the work they do, and even
fewer (14%) say they rely on high-level math, analytical or computer skills at work.
Workers who rely heavily on interpersonal skills, critical thinking and good communications skills
report that they acquired these skills in different settings. Among workers who say that having
interpersonal skills is extremely or very important for them to do their job, some 35% say they
learned those skills on the job, while 8% say they honed those skills through their formal
education. But a sizable share – 38% – volunteer that they taught themselves those skills or came
by them naturally.5
For those who rely on critical thinking skills,
the workplace is an important training ground.
Among workers who say this skill set is
important in their job, 46% say they learned
these skills on the job. About one-in-five (19%)
say they acquired these skills in their formal
education, and a similar share (18%) say they
gained these skills through life experience.
Workers are more divided when it comes to
where they learned written and spoken
communications skills: 42% say they picked up
these skills through their formal education,
while 30% say they learned these skills through
work experience. An additional 12% say they
learned these skills through life experience or
that they were self-taught.

Workers acquire key job skills in a
variety of settings
Among workers who said ___ is important for their job,
% saying they learned this skill mainly through …
Work experience

Formal education

Interpersonal skills

35 8

Critical thinking

46

Written and spoken
communication

30

Life experience
38
19
42

18
12

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job. For
respondents who ranked more than one item as “extremely” or
“very” important to their job, a random item was selected. “Life
experience” is a volunteered response. “Specialized training,”
“Some other way” and volunteered responses of “Some
combination” and “Don’t know/Refused” not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Respondents who reported having more than one job but did not consider any to be their primary job were not asked this question, nor were
they asked most subsequent questions about their current job. Those who said they have more than one job but consider one to be their
primary job were asked to think about only their primary job when answering questions about their current job.
5 Respondents were asked how they learned one skill that they listed as extremely or very important for their job. Respondents who ranked
only one skill as “extremely important” were asked about that skill. If they ranked more than one skill extremely important, one of those skills
was randomly chosen. Respondents who did not rank any skills extremely important but ranked one skill “very important” were asked about
that skill. If they ranked no skills extremely important, but ranked more than one skill very important, one of those skills was randomly chosen.
4
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Pay is almost stuck in place and benefits are less plentiful
The earnings of American workers have increased modestly in recent decades. According to the
Center’s analysis of government data, the average hourly wage, adjusted for inflation, increased
from $19 in 1990 to $22 in 2015, or 16% in 25 years.6 Jobs requiring higher levels of social or
analytical skills generally pay more than jobs requiring higher physical or manual skills, and the
pay gap between manual and analytical jobs has grown over the years.
The average hourly wage of workers in jobs
requiring higher levels of analytical skills
increased from $23 in 1990 to $27 in 2015, or
19%. And the average wages of workers in jobs
requiring higher levels of social skills
increased from $22 to $26 over that time
period (15%). In the meantime, the average
hourly wage of workers in jobs in which
physical skills are important increased only
7%, from $16 in 1990 to $18 in 2015.
The survey finds that pluralities of Americans
feel that employer benefits are not as generous
as they were in the past (49% say that) and
that they will continue to worsen in the future
(44%). They are right about the direction
benefits have been going. According to
government data, the share of workers with an
employer-sponsored health insurance plan
(either through their own employer or through
the employer of a family member) fell from
77% in 1980 to 69% in 2013. In addition, the
share of workers with access to an employersponsored retirement plan has fallen. It most
recently peaked at 57% in 2001, up from 50%
in 1980.7 However, the share fell to 45% by
2015.

Wages are higher and increased more in
occupations requiring relatively higher
levels of social or analytic skills
Average hourly wage, in 2015 dollars

Note: Based on civilian wage and salary workers ages 16 and older.
Self-employed workers are not included.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and Current
Population Survey outgoing rotation files.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Percentage changes are computed before numbers are rounded.
This increase occurred entirely in the 1990s, a decade that encompassed the longest economic expansion in modern U.S. history. The share
covered by their own employer’s health plan held fairly steady in the 1990s, in contrast to declines before and after the decade.
6
7
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Currently, most Americans do not feel threatened in their jobs, but many say jobs feel less
secure than in the past and competitive threats come from several directions
There are somewhat paradoxical findings in the survey when it comes to issues related to job
security. On the one hand, American workers’ confidence in their own job security is relatively
high these days, especially compared with the low point in the early 1980s. On the other hand,
people believe there is less job security overall now than in the past, and that more job insecurity
awaits tomorrow’s workers.
Today, 60% of employed Americans say it is not at all likely that they will lose their job or be laid
off in the next 12 months. An additional 28% say it is not too likely. By comparison, in the midst of
the 2001 recession, 52% believed it was not at all likely they would be laid off.
Overall, 49% of American workers say they are very satisfied with their current job. Three-in-ten
are somewhat satisfied, and the remainder say they are somewhat dissatisfied (9%) or very
dissatisfied (6%). The most satisfied workers tend to live in higher-income families and have
higher levels of education.
Still, the survey identifies vulnerable workers. Those with lower levels of education are more likely
to be temporary workers or out of work altogether. They are also more likely to believe their
current skills are insufficient for career advancement and to think there are not enough good jobs
locally. Furthermore, less educated workers are also among the most likely to say that their jobs
are imperiled. For instance, 39% of those without a high school education say it is very or fairly
likely they may be laid off within 12 months. By comparison, 7% of those with a bachelor’s degree
or more education say the same.
Educational attainment is a clear and consistent marker when it comes to feelings about job
security and future prospects. One-in-five (20%) of those with a high school diploma or less
believe it would be possible for their boss to use technology to replace them – nearly double the
rate of those with a bachelor’s degree who say that. Roughly four-in-ten (38%) workers with no
college experience say they lack the education and training to get ahead in their jobs, compared
with 27% of those with a bachelor’s degree who assert that.
More broadly, and despite the views of many that their current jobs are safe, a sizable number
view the national job situation as unstable at best. A majority of Americans (63%) believe jobs are
less secure now than they were 20 to 30 years ago, and about half (51%) anticipate jobs will
become less secure in the future.

www.pewresearch.org
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As they assess the factors that
may be hurting U.S. workers,
people say the greatest harms
to American jobs are
outsourcing (80% believe
outsourcing hurts American
workers) and imports (77%).
Many also cite the increased
use of contract and
temporary workers (57%) and
the decline of union
membership (49%) as
harmful factors.
The impact of immigrants
and automation draw more
evenly divided verdicts. Half
of Americans (50%) think
automation of jobs has hurt
workers, compared with 42%
who think it has helped.

People believe outsourcing and imports are the
biggest harms to U.S. workers; they are more divided
about the impact of immigrants and automation
% of adults who think these factors help or hurt American workers
Helps American workers
Increased outsourcing of
jobs to other countries

Hurts American workers

15

More foreign-made products
being sold in U.S.

80

22

Increased use of contract
or temp employees

77

35

Decline of union
membership

57

33

Automation of jobs

42

Growing number of
immigrants working in U.S.

42

49

50
45

More U.S.-made products
being sold abroad

68

26

Internet, email, other
office tech

70

24

Some 45% of Americans
believe the growing number
Source: Survey conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
of immigrants working in the
“The State of American Jobs”
U.S. has hurt workers overall,
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
and 42% believe the
immigrant influx has helped
workers. There has been a substantial increase since 2006 in the share of Americans, especially
among Democrats, who believe the influx of immigrant workers has helped U.S. workers overall.
What’s mostly helping workers? Big majorities think exports and work-enhancing technology such
as the internet and email are aids to workers.
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People say workers themselves have the most responsibility for their job readiness and K12 schools are the next in line; opinions diverge about the role of colleges, employers and
governments
Americans think the
responsibility for preparing
and succeeding in today’s
workforce starts with
individuals themselves: 72%
say “a lot” of responsibility
should fall on individuals,
and 22% say “some”
responsibility is theirs. Sixin-ten believe public K-12
schools should have a lot of
responsibility, while 28%
believe schools should bear
some responsibility.

Americans think individuals and public schools should
have the most responsibility to make sure workers
have the right skills
% saying these groups should have ___ responsibility in making sure that
the American workforce has the right skills and education to be successful in
today's economy
A lot of

Some

Individuals themselves
Public K-12 education
system
Colleges and
universities

Only a little

72
60
52

No

22
28
35

31
7 3
7 5

After that, views differ on the
Employers
49
39
8 3
roles other entities should
play, including some
State governments
40
35
15
9
ambivalence about the
purpose of colleges and
Federal government
35
34
18
11
universities. Among all
adults, 52% say colleges
Note: “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
should have a lot of
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
responsibility in making sure
“The State of American Jobs”
that the American workforce
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
has the right skills and
education to be successful,
and 49% believe employers should have a lot of responsibility. After that, 40% assign a lot of
responsibility to state governments, and 35% say the federal government should assume a lot of
responsibility.
Notably, people’s views are linked to their partisan allegiances. Democrats and independents who
lean Democratic are more likely than Republicans and Republican leaners to say public schools,
colleges, and the federal and state governments should have a lot of responsibility for making sure
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U.S. workers are prepared for today’s jobs. Republicans and Republican leaners place more
emphasis on individual responsibility.

Even as college graduates salute their experiences as positive, many do not think colleges
do a great job preparing students for the workplace
Americans have somewhat mixed attitudes about the effectiveness of traditional four-year colleges
and other higher education institutions. On a personal level, many college graduates describe their
own educational experience as having a generally positive impact on their personal and
professional development. Around six-in-ten (62%) college graduates with a two-year or four-year
degree think their degree was very useful for helping them grow personally and intellectually,
while roughly half think it was very useful for opening up job opportunities (53%), or for providing
them with specific job-related skills and knowledge (49%).
Yet even as many college
graduates view their own
educational experience in
positive terms, the public as a
whole – including a substantial
share of college graduates –
expresses reservations about
the ability of higher education
institutions to prepare students
for the workforce more
generally.

Americans have mixed views about how well post-high
school education prepares students for the workforce
In general, how well do you think a ____ prepares someone for a wellpaying job in today’s economy?

Just 16% of Americans think
that a four-year degree
Note: “Four-year degree,” “Two-year degree” and “Professional, technical certificate” were
prepares students very well for
asked of different samples. Volunteered responses of “Depends on the person/job” and
“Don’t know/Refused” not shown.
a well-paying job in today’s
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
economy. An additional 51%
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
say colleges prepare students
somewhat well for the
workplace. The verdict on two-year colleges is similar: 12% think that a two-year associate degree
prepares students very well, and 46% say this type of degree prepares students somewhat well.
When it comes to professional or technical certificates, 26% of adults say these prepare students
very well for well-paying jobs and 52% say somewhat well. These findings tie to previous Pew
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Research work showing that noteworthy majorities of adults think colleges fail to provide students
with good value for the money and that college is too expensive.
Relatively positive assessments of certificate programs as a way to prepare workers for jobs in
today’s economy are particularly widespread among those who did not complete high school; 44%
in this group say these types of programs prepare people very well, compared with about a quarter
(27%) of those with a high school diploma and a similar share of those with some college (22%), a
two-year degree (28%), or a four-year degree or more (22%).
Workers have mixed views on the extent to which their own credentials and qualifications match
up with the requirements of their job. Some 41% say they have more qualifications than their job
requires, compared with 50% who think they have the right amount of qualifications and 9% who
say they are underqualified.
In addition, working Americans were asked if they thought someone with less education than they
had could develop the skills and knowledge needed to do their job. A solid majority (73%) say
“yes.” Among those with a bachelor’s degree, 65% say someone with less education could learn to
do their job, and the shares are significantly higher among those with some college (82%) and
those with a high school diploma (80%). Even so, job seekers take minimum requirements
seriously. A third of those who do not have a four-year college degree have elected not to apply for
a job they felt they were qualified for because it required a fouryear degree, suggesting that employers may be missing out on a
Economy tops other key
pool of potential workers.
issues in importance for

presidential vote
The economy is at the top of voters’ minds
These findings about the state of work in America emerge in the
midst of a national political campaign where voters think the
economy is a top concern. A separate Pew Research Center
survey, conducted Sept. 1 to 4, 2016, among 1,004 adults
nationwide, focused on major issues in the campaign. Offered a
list of five key issues and asked which one is the most important
to their vote for president, 37% of registered voters cite the
economy, 18% choose health care, 14% say terrorism, 13% name
immigration and 13% name gun policy.
Asked further about a series of economic concerns, 43% of
voters say the job situation is either the most important
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% of registered voters saying ___ is
the most important issue in their
vote for president
Economy

37

Health care

18

Terrorism

14

Immigration

13

Gun policy

13

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted
Sept. 1-4, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
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economic issue in determining their vote for president this year or the second most important. The
same share say the federal budget deficit is either first or second among the factors driving their
vote for president. An additional 38% of voters point to tax reform as the most or second-most
important economic issue influencing their vote for president, 32% cite income inequality, 22%
say rising prices and 16% cite global trade.
Among registered voters, Republicans (43%) and Democrats (48%) are roughly equally likely to
cite jobs as the first or second key economic issue driving their vote for president. They differ,
however, in the importance of the budget deficit – Republicans are three times as likely as
Democrats to rank this as a top issue (62% vs. 20%). Among independents, 50% place high
importance on the deficit. Republican voters also place more importance on tax reform than do
Democrats (44% vs. 31% say it’s the most or second-most important issue).
Democratic voters place much more importance on income inequality than do Republicans: 54%
vs. 12%, respectively, rank this issue as the most or second-most important economic issue for
them. Democrats are also more likely than Republicans to say rising prices are an important voting
issue (26% vs. 16%). There is no significant gap between Democrats and Republicans when it
comes to the importance of global trade.
The remainder of this report examines in greater detail key trends in the labor market and how
they are playing out in the lives of American workers. Chapter 1 includes an analysis of trends in
job and wage growth by occupations with an emphasis on skills and preparation. It also looks at
trends in employer-provided benefits, job tenure, hiring practices and alternative work
arrangements. Chapter 2 looks at public assessments of the job situation – including how key
characteristics of work have changed from a generation ago and what the future may look like, the
extent to which megatrends in the economy are helping or hurting today’s workers, who bears the
greatest responsibility for worker readiness these days, and which skills are most important in
today’s economy. Chapter 3 explores the views of workers themselves including job satisfaction
and fulfillment and feelings about job security. Chapter 4 looks at the skills workers use in their
own jobs, whether they feel properly equipped to do their jobs well, and where they would turn to
increase their skills and gain additional training. And finally, Chapter 5 explores public views
about the value of a college education.
Other key findings:


In 2015, one-in-four workers (25%) in the U.S. had a job-related certificate or license, such
as an information technology certificate or a teacher’s license, according to new data from
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. The share is higher among better educated workers,
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running at 52% among workers with a postgraduate degree. Women (28%) are more likely
than men (23%) to have a certificate or license.


Young workers are earning significantly less than they did in 1980, but the opposite is
happening with older workers. Among full-time, year-round workers, the median earnings
of 16- to 24-year-olds in 1980 were $28,131. By 2015 the median had fallen 11%, to only
$25,000. Meanwhile, the median pay of workers 65 and older rose 37%, from $36,483 in
1980 to $50,000 in 2015. And workers ages 55 to 64 also earned 10% more in 2015 than
they did in 1980. (Earnings data are in 2014 dollars.)



Americans are putting in more time at work. The average length of a workweek was 38.7
hours in 2015, slightly up from 38.1 hours in 1980. 8 Meanwhile, Americans are working
more weeks per year. The average weeks worked per year increased from 43 in 1980 to
46.8 in 2015. Combined, this adds up to an additional one month’s worth of work in a year.



Job tenure has ticked upwards. In 2014, about half of workers (51%) had worked for their
current employer five years or more, compared with 46% of workers who were in that
position in 1996.



Workers are increasingly taking on a variety of nontraditional jobs: Some work as
independent contractors, some are employed through a contract firm and others are oncall workers or serve as temporary help through an agency. According to experts,9 the share
of U.S. workers with these alternative employment arrangements has gone up significantly
in this century. It’s estimated that in 2015, 15.8% of the U.S. workforce, or 24 million
workers, is in these types of jobs.

The trend in hours worked depends on the data source (Frazis and Stewart, 2010). The figures presented are based on the Current
Population Survey and use household respondent reports of work hours.
9 All references for alternative work arrangements are from Katz, Lawrence F. and Alan B. Krueger, “The Rise and Nature of Alternative Work
Arrangements in the United States, 1995-2015” Published September, 2016, NBER.
8

www.pewresearch.org

20
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

1. Changes in the American workplace
A shifting economic landscape is driving significant changes in the American workplace.
Employment opportunities increasingly lie in jobs requiring higher-level social or analytical skills,
or both. Physical or manual skills, as much in demand as social or analytical skills some three
decades ago, are fading in importance. Not coincidentally, employment is rising faster in jobs
calling for greater preparation, whether through education, experience or other forms of training.
These changes have played out surely and steadily in recent decades. A key factor is the decline in
manufacturing employment, by about a third just since 1990. Meanwhile, employment in
knowledge-intensive and service-oriented sectors, such as education, health, and professional and
business services, has about doubled. Underlying factors such as globalization, outsourcing of jobs
and technological change are among the key forces contributing to the transformation.
Americans are taking note of these trends. Respondents to the accompanying Pew Research
Center survey report that interpersonal skills, critical thinking, and good writing and
communications skills are the most important skills for doing their jobs. And the share of adults
ages 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree or higher level of education increased from 17% in 1980
to 33% in 2015. Most of these workers are engaged in jobs requiring higher-level social or
analytical skills.
The changes at the workplace have benefited some workers more than others. The earnings of
workers in jobs requiring higher levels of social and analytical skills have risen proportionately
more than the earnings of those in jobs requiring higher levels of physical skills. The growing
inequity in earnings by skill type is also reflected in the rising inequality in earnings between
workers with or without a college education.
The shifting need for skills may have worked to the benefit of women, since they are more likely
than men to be employed in occupations needing higher levels of social and analytical skills,
whereas men are relatively more engaged in jobs calling for greater physical and manual skills.
Because wages have risen faster in jobs requiring higher levels of social and analytical skills, this is
likely to have contributed to the shrinking of the gender pay gap from 1980 to 2015.
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Determining job skills and preparation
This report analyzes the changing demand for three core families of job skills – social, analytical and physical.
Generally speaking, social skills encompass interpersonal skills, written and spoken communications skills, and
management or leadership skills. Analytical skills refer to computer and mathematical skills and the importance
of critical thinking. Physical skills pertain to the ability to work with machinery or equipment, manipulate tools,
and do physical or manual labor.
The source data for the analysis is the Department of Labor’s Occupational Information Network (O*NET), a
database covering more than 950 occupations. For each occupation, O*NET contains ratings of detailed skills on
a scale measuring their importance to job performance, from one (not important) to five (extremely important).
From the scores of skills listed in O*NET, ratings for a representative handful of skills were selected to represent
the broader families of social, analytical and physical skills. For example, negotiating and instructing skills are
among those chosen to represent social skills. The O*NET ratings for these and related skills are averaged to
estimate an overall social skill rating for an occupation. A similar process is repeated to determine the analytical
and physical skill rating for a job. Examples of skills chosen to represent analytical abilities are critical thinking
and judgment/decision making. Physical abilities are rated based on such skills as handling and moving objects
and equipment maintenance.
Ratings for individual occupations are further averaged to obtain an overall rating of the importance of each skill
in the American workplace. For example, the average rating of social skills in 2015 was estimated to be 2.96,
“important” on the O*NET scale. Thus, occupations with a social skill rating of 2.96 or higher, corresponding to
“important,” “very important” or “extremely important,” are classified as requiring higher levels of social skills.
Examples of such occupations are chief executives and registered nurses. A similar process is used to separate
jobs requiring average or above-average analytical skills (e.g., tax preparers) or physical skills (e.g., welding,
soldering and brazing workers) from other jobs. (See a table available for download online for a complete list of
occupations and their skill ratings.)
It is important to note that a single job may require high levels of more than one skill. For example, most
managers and teachers are typically expected to possess higher levels of both social and analytical skills. Among
the 430 occupations analyzed in detail, 206 require average or above-average levels of social skills. Moreover,
180 of these 206 occupations also require a higher level of analytical skills. Thus, there is considerable overlap
in the counts of workers in jobs requiring higher levels of social or analytical skills. The overlap is limited between
jobs requiring higher levels of physical skills and those requiring higher levels of social or analytical skills.
The preparation required for the performance of a job is also rated on a scale of one to five in O*NET, from little
or no preparation needed to extensive preparation needed. The level of preparation depends on a combination of
education, experience and other forms of training. The mid-level preparation (rating of three) corresponds to an
associate degree or a similar level of vocational training, plus some prior job experience and one to two years of
either formal or informal on-the-job training (e.g., electricians). Above-average preparation typically calls for a
four-year college degree and additional years of experience and training (e.g., lawyers).
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In the midst of a changing workplace, the implicit contract between workers and employers
appears to be loosening. The earnings of workers overall have lagged behind gains in labor
productivity since the 1970s.10 Moreover, smaller shares of workers receive health or pension
benefits in 2015 than they did in 1980. More recently, alternative employment arrangements, such
as contract work, on-call work and temporary help agencies, appear to be on the rise.
This chapter focuses on how work has changed for American workers in recent decades. The key
issue is the shift in employment opportunities, from jobs requiring physical or manual skills to
those requiring social or analytical skills. Related to this is the need for higher levels of education,
experience and job training. At the same time, workers must adapt to changes in the broader
economic climate. Thus, this section also reports on other key trends in the labor market relating
to employment and earnings opportunities, provision of benefits, hours worked, job tenure and
work arrangements.
The importance of a given skill to a job is ascertained from the latest ratings in the Department of
Labor’s Occupational Information Network (O*NET), a comprehensive database whose ratings are
based on surveys of workers combined with information received from job analysts. The ratings
information from O*NET is matched to occupations listed in the Current Population Survey (CPS),
a monthly survey of approximately 55,000 households conducted jointly by the U.S. Census
Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The CPS data are then used for the analysis of
employment and wage trends in occupations grouped by skill types (see the text box and
Methodology for details). The CPS is also the source of the data for most of the remaining analysis.

The types of skills needed in the workplace and the level of preparation required to fulfill a job may
change over time for two reasons. One possibility is that occupations themselves transform in
some fashion, perhaps calling for more computer skills and training over time or using technology
to substitute for manual demands. Another possibility is that employment may shift across
occupations in response to larger economic and demographic changes. For example, globalization
has led to a reduction in the need for manufacturing workers in the U.S., but the aging of the
population has increased the need for doctors and nurses.
This chapter focuses on the changing need for job skills and preparation driven by the shift in
employment across occupations from 1980 to 2015. Occupations are sorted by importance of a
skill type and the level of preparation using the most updated skill ratings in O*NET, principally
from within the past decade. These ratings do not change over time. However, employment
10

See a recent note posted by Erica L. Groshen, commissioner, Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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changes over time and across occupations, driving the overall change in skills and job preparation
in the workplace.

The need for job preparation
More workers today are in jobs where a higher
level of preparation is needed. The number of
workers in occupations requiring average to
above-average education, training and
experience increased from 49 million in 1980
to 83 million in 2015, or by 68%. This was
more than double the 31% increase in
employment, from 50 to 65 million, in jobs
requiring below-average education, training
and experience.

Employment is rising faster in
occupations requiring higher levels of
preparation
Number employed, in millions

Average or above average
level of job preparation 74
61
50
49

As a result, roughly equally divided in 1980,
the clear majority of workers in today’s
workforce are in jobs calling for significant
preparation. At a minimum, these jobs require
an associate degree or a similar level of
vocational training, plus some prior job
experience and one to two years of either
formal or informal on-the-job training.
(Examples of these occupations range from
electricians to lawyers. See the text box for
details.)

83
76

1980

55

60

62

65

Below average level of
job preparation

1990

2000

2010 2015

Note: Based on employed civilians ages 16 and older. The job
preparation level is based on a scale of one (little or no education/
experience/training) to five (extensive education /experience/
training).
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and monthly
Current Population Survey data (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Within the group of occupations requiring an average to above-average level of preparation, the
fastest growth in employment is in jobs that typically require at least a four-year college degree
and considerable to extensive training and experience. Employment in these high-skill
occupations, including accountants, teachers, surgeons and the like, increased from 22 million in
1980 to 39 million in 2015, or by 80%.
The growing demand for higher-skilled jobs is associated with the overall improvement of the
education level of the U.S. population. The share of adults 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree or
higher level of education has nearly doubled in the past 35 years, from 17% in 1980 to 33% in 2015.
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The rise of social and analytical skills in the labor market
In addition to the level of preparation needed for jobs, the types of skills called for at work are
changing. Employment in occupations needing higher levels of social or analytical skills increased
significantly from 1980 to 2015, but the demand for higher levels of physical skills has increased
only slightly.
Employment in jobs requiring average or above-average levels of social skills, such as
interpersonal, communications or
management skills, increased 83% from 1980
Employment growth is more rapid in
to 2015. Meanwhile, employment in jobs
occupations requiring higher social or
requiring higher levels of analytical skills, such
analytical skills
as critical thinking and computer use,
% change in employment, 1980-2015
increased 77%. Examples of jobs needing
higher-level social or analytical skills include
All occupations
50%
chief executives, civil engineers, postsecondary
Occupations requiring
teachers and nurses.
higher levels of ...
Social skills

In sharp contrast, employment in jobs
requiring higher levels of physical skills,
machinery operation or tool manipulation,
barely budged, increasing only 18%. Jobs
calling for higher levels of physical skills
include carpenters, welders, and the like. By
comparison, overall employment in the
economy increased 50% from 1980 to 2015.

83

Analytical skills
Physical skills

77
18

Note: Based on employed civilians ages 16 and older. Occupations
requiring a higher level of a skill set are those with average to
above-average ratings in the importance of the skill set to job
performance. Because an individual occupation may require higher
levels of more than one skill, the three categories of occupations
are not mutually exclusive.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and monthly
Current Population Survey data (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”

In terms of numbers, 90 million workers of a
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
total of 148 million were engaged in jobs
requiring higher levels of social skills in 2015.
At the same time, 86 million workers were in jobs needing average to above-average analytical
skills in 2015. Employment in jobs requiring higher levels of physical skills added up to 57 million.
As noted in more detail in the accompanying text box, there is an overlap in these counts of
workers because many jobs call for higher levels of more than one type of skill. For example,
managerial or teaching jobs require higher levels of both social and analytical skills. This group of
jobs – needing higher levels of both of these skills – is boosting employment by the most in the
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labor market. More specifically, employment in this select group of jobs increased from 39 million
in 1980 to 76 million in 2015, an increase of 94%.
While there is considerable overlap between
social and analytical skills, the need for
physical skills in combination with social or
analytical skills is limited. Most jobs that
require higher levels of physical skills, such as
carpenters; laundry and dry-cleaning workers;
and welding, soldering and brazing workers,
do not call for higher levels of social and
analytical skills. In 2015, there were 38 million
workers employed in jobs requiring only
higher levels of physical skills. This number
was up only 12% from 1980, when it stood at
34 million.

Employment in jobs requiring higher levels
of social or analytical skills is concentrated
in more rapidly growing sectors of the
economy
Although each sector in the economy creates a
diverse array of jobs, some occupations are
more likely than others to be found in certain
sectors. For example, doctors and nurses are
principally in the health care and social
assistance sector, while teachers are
concentrated in the educational services
sector. Similarly, many production workers,
such as machinists or tool and die makers, are
in manufacturing. For this reason, changes in
the economic fortunes of individual sectors are
likely to have an influence on the changing
needs for skills in the labor market.
In the past quarter century, there was a sharp
divergence in employment growth across

Employment growth is strongest in
education and health services, but
manufacturing is shedding workers
% change in industry employment, 1990-2015
105%

Educational services
Health care and social
assistance
Professional and
business services

99
81

Leisure and hospitality

63

Transportation and
warehousing

39

Other services

32

All

30

Financial activites

23

Construction

22

Government

20

Retail trade

19

Wholesale trade

12

Mining and logging

7

Information
Utilities

2
-25

Manufacturing -30
Note: “All” does not include farm employment.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics Current Employment Statistics survey.
“The State of American Jobs”
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industries. From 1990 to 2015, employment doubled in educational services and in health care and
social assistance, increasing 105% and 99%, respectively. Employment growth was almost as
strong in professional and business services (81%).
Overall, these three rapidly growing sectors combined to hire 20 million more workers from 1990
to 2015, more than half of the total increase of 32 million. More importantly, in 2015, 45% of
workers in jobs where social skills are in use at a higher level were employed in these three sectors,
as were 44% of workers in occupations requiring higher analytical skills. Thus, the growing
importance of social or analytical skills may be linked to the expansion in education, health, and
professional and business services.
At the same time, the diminishing importance of physical skills in the economy is partly tied to the

Fast-growing industries are more likely to employ people in occupations requiring
higher levels of skills
% distribution of employment, by industry, 2015

Industry
Educational services

Overall
employment
distribution

Distribution of employment in occupations
requiring higher levels of a given skill

9%

Social skills
13%

Analytical skills
13%

Physical skills
3%

Health care and social assistance

14

19

16

13

Professional and business services

12

13

15

9

Leisure and hospitality

9

5

4

11

Transportation and warehousing

4

2

2

9

Other services

5

4

4

5

Financial activities

7

9

11

1

Construction

7

3

4

13

Government

5

6

6

4

Retail trade

11

11

8

8

Wholesale trade

3

3

3

2

Mining and logging

1

1

1

1

Information

2

2

3

1

Utilities

1

1

1

1

Manufacturing

10

7

8

16

Total

100

100

100

100

Note: Industries are listed in order of percentage growth in employment from 1990 to 2015. Employment growth was highest in educational
services (105%), health care and social assistance (99%) and professional and business services (81%). Employment fell in utilities (-25%)
and manufacturing (-30%).
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET data and Current Population Survey outgoing rotation files.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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decline of employment in manufacturing. In 2015, 16% of workers in jobs calling for higher levels
of physical skills were in the manufacturing sector, compared with 10% of workers overall. But the
manufacturing sector shed nearly one-third of its workforce from 1990 to 2015. Meanwhile, jobs
requiring higher levels of physical skills are underrepresented in educational services, health care
and social assistance, and professional and business services.11

Wages are increasing faster in jobs that require higher levels of social or analytical skills
and higher levels of preparation
Jobs requiring higher levels of social or
analytical skills generally pay more than jobs
requiring higher physical skills. From 1990 to
2015, the average earnings in jobs more reliant
on social or analytical skills have also
increased more than the average earnings in
jobs requiring more intensive physical skills.
As a result, the earnings gap between jobs
requiring higher levels of social or analytical
skills on the one hand and physical skills on
the other has widened over this period.
In 1990, the average hourly wage of workers in
jobs requiring higher analytical skills was $23.
This was followed closely by workers in social
skill-intensive jobs, who earned $22 per hour.
Lagging well behind were workers in
physically intensive jobs, who earned $16 per
hour, 72% as much as workers in higher
analytical skill jobs. (All wages expressed in
2015 dollars.)

Wages are higher and increased more in
occupations requiring relatively higher
levels of social or analytic skills
Average hourly wage, in 2015 dollars

Note: Based on civilian wage and salary workers ages 16 and older.
Self-employed workers are not included.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and Current
Population Survey outgoing rotation files.
“The State of American Jobs”

From 1990 to 2015, the average hourly wage in
jobs requiring higher analytical skills
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
increased the most, rising 19% to $27.12 The
average hourly wage in higher social skill jobs
increased 15%, to $26. However, wages for workers in higher physical skill jobs were nearly

Some 25% of workers in occupations requiring higher levels of physical skills are employed in educational services, health care and social
assistance, and professional and business services, compared with 35% of workers overall.
12 Percentage changes are computed before numbers are rounded.
11

www.pewresearch.org

28
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

stagnant, increasing only 7% to $18 per hour. Consequently, workers in physically intensive jobs
earned only 65% as much as workers in higher analytical skill jobs in 2015.

Women may have benefited more than men from the changing demand for skills
Women are more likely than men to be employed in occupations where social or analytical skills
are relatively more important. In light of the wage trends described above, this may have helped
narrow the gender wage gap in recent decades.
Overall, women made up 47% of the workforce
in 2015. But they were the majority of workers
in occupations requiring average or aboveaverage levels of social skills (55%) and
workers in jobs requiring higher analytical
skills (52%). By contrast, women’s
employment share in occupations requiring
higher levels of physical skills was significantly
lower (30%).

Women make up the majority of workers
in occupations requiring higher social or
analytical skills
% of workers who are women, 2015
Overall

Higher social
Higher analytical

47

55
52

Because of the relatively higher wage
Higher physical
30
associated with jobs requiring higher social or
analytical skills, women’s overrepresentation
Note: Based on employed civilians ages 16 and older. Occupations
requiring a higher level of a skill set are those with average to
in these jobs may have helped narrow the
above-average ratings in the importance of the skill set to job
gender wage gap. As shown in a later section
performance. Because an individual occupation may require higher
levels of more than one skill, the three categories of occupations
in this report, the median annual earnings of
are not mutually exclusive.
full-time, year-round working women
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and monthly
Current Population Survey data (IPUMS).
increased from $30,402 in 1980 to $40,000 in
“The State of American Jobs”
2015, a gain of 32%. However, full-time, yearPEW RESEARCH CENTER
round working men experienced a 3% loss in
earnings as their median annual earnings fell
from $51,684 in 1980 to $50,000 in 2015. As a result, the wage gap between women and men
narrowed from about 60 cents on the dollar in 1980 to 80 cents on the dollar in 2015. (Annual
earnings expressed in 2014 dollars.)
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A higher level of education is related to the use of social and analytical skills and other
forms of job preparation
There is a strong link between workers’ level of education and the odds of their working in jobs
that require higher levels of social or analytical skills. Moreover, workers with higher levels of
education are more likely to acquire other types of job trainings, acquiring certificates or licenses
along the way.
In 2015, among employed workers overall, more than one-third (36%) had completed at least a
four-year college degree program. But college-educated workers accounted for about half of
employment in occupations requiring higher
social skills (51%) or higher analytical skills
Half of workers in occupations requiring
(53%). Meanwhile, only 14% of workers in jobs
higher social or analytical skills are
requiring higher physical skills were college
college educated
educated. The education level of a majority of
% of employed civilians ages 16 and older, 2015
workers in physical-skill jobs was high school
Less than high school
High school
or less.
Some college

The relationship between college education
and skills suggests that the need for collegeeducated workers may continue to grow in the
future. At the same time, new government
data reveal that workers with higher levels of
education also have higher levels of job
preparation in the form of job-related
certificates or licenses.
In 2015, one-in-four workers (25%) in the U.S.
had a job-related certificate or license,
according to new data from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS). The share was highest
among the most educated. More than half
(52%) of workers with a postgraduate degree
had a job certificate or license.13 Similarly,

All

Bachelor's degree+

9

Higher social 3 18
Higher analytical 2 17
Higher physical

16

26

36

29

51

28

53

28
39

30

14

Note: Occupations requiring a higher level of a skill set are those
with average to above-average ratings in the importance of the skill
set to job performance. Because an individual occupation may
require higher levels of more than one skill, the three categories of
occupations are not mutually exclusive. “Some college” includes
those with a two-year associate degree.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of O*NET and monthly
Current Population Survey data (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
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Certificates and licenses are both job-related, but they are not the same. Certificates are often issued by nongovernment organizations
(e.g., an information technology certificate), but licenses are issued by government agencies and convey a legal authority to work in an
occupation (e.g., cosmetology, teaching, medical practice). Only job-performance related certificates/licenses are included in the estimates.
So commercial driver’s licenses are included, but regular driver’s licenses are not. General purpose certificates (e.g., educational certificates
from community colleges) are excluded.
13
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workers with a bachelor’s degree alone (30%)
and workers with an associate degree (36%)
were more likely than average to have a jobrelated certificate or license.
There is also a gender gap in the acquisition of
certificates and licenses, but in favor of
women. In 2015, women (28%) were more
likely than men (23%) to have certificates or
licenses. However, there is virtually no
difference by age in the likelihood of having a
job certificate or license among workers 25
and older.

Workers with higher levels of education
are more likely to have a job-related
certificate or license
% of employed civilians ages 16 and older with a jobrelated certificate or license, 2015
All

Men

23

Women

16 to 24

The relationship among education, gender and
job training may be the result of which
industries and occupations require certificates
and licenses. Indeed, industries and
occupations vary greatly on this account.
Nearly half the workers (47%) in education
and health services have a certificate or
license. But only about 10% of workers in retail
trade, information, and leisure and hospitality
have a certificate or license. By occupation,
certification or license rates are highest in
health care occupations (77%), legal
occupations (68%) and education occupations
(56%).
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Some
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Some
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degree
no degree

23

High school
Less than high school
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Note: Shares by the level of education are based on employed
civilians ages 25 and older.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
“The State of American Jobs”
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Acquiring new skills and seeking higher levels of job preparation are not the only challenges facing
workers today. Two recessions this century, in 2001 and the Great Recession of 2007-09, have set
back the employment and earnings potential of many workers by years. Meanwhile, employers
have also cut back on the provision of health and pension benefits. Traditional employment
arrangements, while still the norm, are showing signs of waning. Alternative work arrangements in
the form of contract work, on-call work and temporary help agencies appear to be on the rise. But
in the midst of this, women have raised their engagement with the labor market and the gender
wage gap has narrowed in recent decades.

Trends in employment
The employment rate in the U.S. – the share of
the population 16 and older that is employed –
has been relatively steady since 1980. It
peaked most recently at 64% in 2000 but
returned to its 1980 level (59%) by 2015. The
decline in the employment rate since 2000 is
linked in part to the aging of the workforce as
older workers are less likely to remain in the
labor force. Another important factor is the
Great Recession (2007-09), which resulted in
a sharp contraction in the employment rate,
from 63% in 2007 to 58% in 2011.

A rising share of the population ages 55
and older is working
% of civilian population that is employed, by age
80

25 to 54

70

55 to 64

60
50
40

16 to 24

30
20
10

Even though the overall employment rate is
currently the same as in 1980, there are some
sharp differences across age groups. Younger
workers are much less likely to be working
today than they were in 1980, and older
workers are laboring on more. Most of this
turnaround has happened this century.
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Source: Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey
Annual Social and Economic Supplements (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
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Among 16- to 24-year-olds, less than half (46%) were employed in 2015, compared with 57% in
2000. This trend is driven partly by the fact that a larger share of young adults are enrolled in
college, which delays their entry into the workforce. Among 18- to 24-year-olds, 40% were enrolled
in college in 2014, compared with 26% in 1980.
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At the other end of the age spectrum, older adults are staying in the workforce longer than they
used to and their employment rate is climbing as a result. The share of adults 65 and older who are
employed has risen steadily in recent decades, climbing from 12% in 1980 to 19% in 2015. The
increase was uninterrupted by the Great Recession. The employment rate for adults ages 55 to 64
has also risen since 1980, but its level in 2015 (62%) was less than its peak in 2008 (63%).14
Women, too, have greatly increased their presence in the workforce in the past several decades.
Some 48% of women 16 and older were employed in 1980, and this share increased to 58% by
2000. During the same period, the employment rate for men held steady at about 70%. Since
2000, the employment rate has fallen for both men and women, although men have experienced a
slightly steeper decline. For men, the employment rate fell from 71% in 2000 to 65% in 2015, or 6
percentage points. During the same period, the
employment rate for women decreased from
The typical earnings of employed
58% to 54%, a drop of 4 percentage points.

women have increased

Earnings of full-time, year-round workers
are fairly flat since 198015
American workers overall have not received
much of a pay raise from 1980 to 2015. But
there is a sharp difference in the outcomes for
men and women during this time – the
earnings of men have fallen, and the earnings
of women have risen. Workers with a four-year
college degree and older workers have also
fared better than others.
After adjusting for inflation, the median
earnings for all full-time, year-round workers
increased only 6% from 1980 to 2015, from
$42,563 to $45,000 (in 2014 dollars).16
Women, however, experienced a 32% gain in
median earnings from 1980 to 2015. In sharp
contrast, men experienced a 3% loss in

Median annual earnings of full-time, year-round
workers, in 2014 dollars
$ 70,000
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$40,000
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$30,402

10,000
0
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Note: Based on civilians ages 16 and older with positive earnings
who worked 35 hours per week or more and at least 50 weeks last
year. Respondents were asked to report earnings from the previous
calendar year.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey
Annual Social and Economic Supplements (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

For an earlier Pew Research Center report on recession and the changing American workforce, see “Recession Turns a Graying Office
Grayer.”
15 Respondents were asked to report earnings during the calendar year prior to the survey year. All earnings data in this section are expressed
in 2014 dollars.
16 “Full-time, year-round” workers refer to those who worked 35 hours per week or more and at least 50 weeks in the past year. The median
divides workers into two groups, with half earning more than the median and half earning less.
14
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earnings. As a result, the wage gap between women and men has narrowed from about 60 cents on
the dollar in 1980 to 80 cents on the dollar in 2015.
Along education lines, workers with a four-year college or higher level of education are the only
group to experience a gain in median earnings since 1980. The median earning of a collegeeducated worker increased 11% from 1980 to 2015 ($57,764 to $64,000). Meanwhile, the median
earnings of workers with lesser education decreased, with the greatest loss experienced by workers
who did not complete high school. The median for these workers fell from $33,442 in 1980 to
$25,000 in 2015, a loss of 25%.
Younger workers are earning significantly less than they did in 1980, but the earnings of older
workers have risen. Among full-time, year-round workers, the median earnings of 16- to 24-yearolds decreased from $28,131 in 1980 to $25,000 in 2015, a drop of 11%. Meanwhile, the median
earnings of workers 65 and older rose 37%, from $36,483 in 1980 to $50,000 in 2015. Workers
ages 55 to 64 earned 10% more in 2015 than they did in 1980. The median earnings of workers
ages 25 to 54 have remained flat at around $45,000. Full-time, year-round workers ages 65 and
older used to earn less than their prime-age peers (ages 25 to 54), but now their earnings match
those of workers ages 55 to 64 and they are among the ranks of the nation’s highest paid workers.

A smaller share of workers are covered by employer-provided benefits17
As earnings overall barely inched up, employee benefits – judged by the share of workers covered
by employer-sponsored health insurance or retirement plans – have eroded since 1980. Only older
workers, 55 and older, and, to some extent, workers with a four-year college degree or higher level
of education have bucked this trend. But even as the coverage of workers has slipped, benefit costs
have assumed a larger share of employee compensation due, in part, to the rising cost of health
insurance plans.
Health insurance benefits
As of 2013, employer-sponsored health insurance plans cover a smaller share of workers than they
did in 1980. Most workers get health insurance coverage either through their own employer or the
employer of a family member, such as a spouse or parent. The share of workers with any
employer-sponsored health insurance plan (either through their own employers or through the
employer of a family member) fell from 77% in 1980 to 69% in 2013. The share of workers covered
by a health insurance plan through their own employer dropped from 62% in 1980 to 51% in 2013.
Respondents were asked to report coverage during the calendar year prior to the survey year. Estimates of health insurance coverage for
2014 and 2015 are not shown because they are not yet available in the source data (CPS-IPUMS). Also, there were major changes in the CPS
questionnaire on health insurance coverage in 2014.
17
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Among demographic groups, participation in
an employer-sponsored health plan
diminished similarly among men and women,
from 77% for both in 1980 to 68% for men in
2013 and 70% for women.

Participation in employer-sponsored
health insurance plans fell most among
young adults and the lesser educated
% of employed civilians ages 16 and older who
participated in an employer-sponsored health insurance
plan

The youngest workers (ages 16 to 24)
experienced the sharpest decline in employersponsored health insurance coverage. Sevenin-ten young workers in 1980 had health
insurance either though their own employer or
through the employer of a family member, but
only half of today’s young workers do. The
coverage for workers ages 25 to 54 dropped
from 82% to 71%. However, older workers,
especially those ages 65 and older, are much
more likely to get insurance through an
employer than they were several decades ago.
The share of workers ages 65 and older with
employer-sponsored health insurance
increased from 31% to 51%.
Across education groups, workers with a
bachelor’s degree or higher level of education
are the only group that did not experience
much of a decline in health insurance coverage
received through employers. Coverage fell
among all other education groups. The
sharpest drop was among workers with less
than a high school education, as the share of
these workers with an employer-sponsored
health plan fell from 66% in 1980 to 37% in
2013.
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82
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Note: Figures represent health insurance coverage either through
own employer or through the employer of a family member.
Respondents were asked to report participation during the previous
calendar year. “Some college” includes those with a two-year
associate degree.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey
Annual Social and Economic Supplements (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Retirement benefits
In contrast to the long-run decline in health insurance benefits, the decrease in retirement benefits
is of more recent origin. The share of workers
with access to an employer-sponsored
Share of workers who participate in a
retirement plan, whether a traditional pension
retirement plan or have access to one
or a 401(k)-type plan, peaked most recently at
has fallen since 2000
18
57% in 2001, up from 50% in 1980. However,
% of civilians ages 16 and older with a job in the
preceding year, who had access to an employerthe share fell to 45% by 2015.
provided retirement plan

Changes in retirement plan access also vary
across demographic groups, with older
workers and women faring better than other
groups. In 1980, only 25% of workers 65 and
older had access to an employer-sponsored
retirement plan, but the share increased to
40% in 2015. Overall, retirement benefits are
most commonly available to workers in their
prime working years. In 2015, the share of
workers in a retirement plan or with access to
one ranged from 51% among 55- to 64-yearolds to 30% among 16- to 24-year-olds.
The share of employed men with access to a
retirement plan decreased from 53% in 1980
to 44% in 2015. At the same time, the share
among employed women edged up from 45%
to 46%. Thus, women now are more likely
than men to have access to a retirement plan.19

70 %

60

50

57
50

40

45

30
1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015
Note: Respondents were asked to report access during the previous
calendar year. Data labels shown are for 1980, 2001 and 2015.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey
Annual Social and Economic Supplements (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Although a smaller share of workers today are covered in employer-sponsored health or
retirement plans, the employers’ cost of providing these benefits has risen over time. This is
reflected in the share of benefits in a worker’s total compensation. The average hourly
compensation of employees in June 2016 was $34.05, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics. Of this, $23.35, or 69%, went to wages and $10.70, or 31%, went to benefits. A quarter
This increase occurred entirely in the 1990s, a decade that encompassed the longest economic expansion in modern U.S. history. The
share covered by their own employer’s health plan started to fall in the 1980s, held fairly steady in the 1990s, and then continued to
decrease in this century.
19 This gap turned in favor of women in 2001.
18
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century earlier, in 1991, 72% of compensation went to wages and 28% to benefits. The increase in
benefit costs derives principally from an increase in insurance benefits (including health
insurance). The insurance share in employee compensation is up from 7% in 1991 to 9% in 2016.
There is also an increase in the share of retirement benefits, from 4% to 5%.

Workers today stay longer with their employer
Job tenure, measured by how long workers have been with their current employer, has increased
in the past three decades. Most of this increase occurred since 2000. In part, this is due to the
rising share of older workers in the labor force. These workers tend to have a much longer tenure
with their employer. But the economic downturns this century, such as the Great Recession, may
also have been a factor, making it harder for workers to switch jobs.
The median job tenure for all workers was 4.6 years in 2014, up from 3.5 years in 1983. The
increase was greater among women (from 3.1
years in 1983 to 4.5 years in 2014) than among
The share of workers with at least 5
men (from 4.1 years to 4.7 years over the same
years on the job has risen since 1996
period). Thus, working women now stay with
% of wage and salary workers ages 16 and older
their employer almost as long as their male
counterparts do.
Looked at another way, about half of workers
(51%) had worked for their current employer
five years or longer in 2014, compared with
46% of workers in 1996. Meanwhile, the share
of workers who stay with their current
employer for one year or less dropped from
26% to 21%.
Older workers tend to have been with their
current employer longer than younger
workers. In 2012, workers 55 and older had a
median tenure greater than 10 years,
compared with about 3 years for 25 to 34-yearold workers. The job tenure of specific age
groups has not changed much since 1996, with
the exception of older workers. The share of
workers 65 and older who were with the same

Note: The self-employed are not included.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey
Displaced Worker Supplements (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

www.pewresearch.org

37
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

employer for five years or more went up from 67% in 1996 to 76% in 2014, and the share among
workers ages 55 to 64 increased from 71% to 75%.
Workers with higher education do not have more job tenure than their lesser-educated
counterparts. Among workers 25 and older, those with at least a bachelor’s degree had a median
job tenure of 5.6 years in 2014, compared with 5.8 years for those with only a high school diploma.
Workers with less than a high school education have the shortest tenure among all education
groups (4.4 years in 2014), and their median tenure has been flat since 1996.

Americans are working more overall20
Americans may not be employed in greater shares and their earnings may have risen only
modestly, but they are putting in more time at work today than
they did in 1980. Most notably, workers are putting in an
People are working more
average of nearly four more weeks of work annually, with the
weeks and hours
average climbing from 43 weeks in 1980 to 46.8 weeks in 2015
Average usual hours worked per
(weeks at work include paid vacation and sick leave). The
week and the number of weeks
average length of a typical workweek is also up, increasing to
worked, in previous calendar year
38.7 hours in 2015 from 38.1 hours in 1980.21 Overall, this adds
1980
2015
up to an additional one month’s worth of work.
46.8

This change is largely driven by the increasing hours and weeks
that women devote to the labor market. With respect to hours
at work, the average amount of time per week by employed
women increased from 34.1 hours in 1980 to 36.2 hours in
2015, while the average for men was unchanged at about 41
hours.
Employed women also significantly increased the weeks they
worked on a yearly basis. The average number of weeks worked
by working women was 46.2 in 2015, compared with 40.2 in
1980. Weeks worked increased by less among employed men,
rising from 45.2 in 1980 to 47.4 in 2015. As a result, employed
women now work nearly as many weeks annually on average as
men.

43.0
38.1 38.7

Hours per week

Weeks per year

Note: Based on civilians ages 16 and older
who worked last year. Paid vacation and
sick leave are counted as weeks worked.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of
Current Population Survey Annual Social
and Economic Supplements (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Respondents were asked to report hours and weeks worked during the calendar year prior to the survey year.
The trend in hours worked depends on the data source, according to Frazis and Stewart, 2010. The figures presented are based on the
Current Population Survey and use household respondent reports of work hours.
20
21
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Another factor contributing to the growing trend is the sharp increase of work hours among
workers 65 and older. The average for workers in this age group increased from 29.3 hours per
week in 1980 to 33.7 in 2015. Over the same period, workers 65 and older also raised the annual
number of weeks worked from 38.3 to 44.6.

Alternative employment arrangements may be on the
rise, but fewer workers are self-employed or working
multiple jobs
The emergence of services sourced through Uber,
Mechanical Turk, Airbnb and other online platforms has
given rise to debates about whether the workers providing
those services are employees or contractors and whether
they receive the basic workplace protections and benefits
as under conventional work arrangements. Similar
concerns surround companies’ use of contract or
temporary workers in lieu of adding workers directly to
their payrolls. Although there is evidence that alternative
work arrangements are becoming more prevalent,
principally driven by the rise of contract work and
independent contractors, the emergence of a sizable online
economy where many workers rely on employment and
compensation from “gigs” seems to be some distance
away.

More workers are in
alternative employment
arrangements
% of workers who have alternative
work arrangements

15.8

10.0%

10.7

1995

2005

2015

Note: Alternative work arrangements
include independent contractors, on-call
workers, temp agency workers, and
workers provided by contract firms.
Source: Katz and Krueger (2016).
“The State of American Jobs”

“Alternative employment arrangements” refers to the
hiring of workers who are independent contractors or
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
sourced through contract firms, on-call workers, or
temporary-help agency workers. The Bureau of Labor
Statistics first estimated the share of these workers in overall employment in 1995. At that time
10.0% of employed workers were in alternative employment arrangements. This share held steady
in the following decade, edging up to 10.7% in 2005. More recently, independent researchers who
replicated the government’s survey found that the share of workers in alternative work
arrangements had risen to 15.8% in 2015. Thus, about 24 million workers currently work in these
arrangements.
The majority of workers with alternative employment arrangements are independent contractors,
and their share of the workforce rose from 6.3% in 1995 to 8.4% in 2015. The share of contract
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workers – those hired by a contract company
and sent to the customer’s worksite – jumped
from 1.3% in 1995 to 3.1% in 2015. They are
now the second-largest group of workers with
alternative work arrangements.
The online, or gig, economy appears still to be
in its infancy, at least as measured by its
engagement of workers. According to Katz and
Krueger (2016), only 0.5% of all workers
provided services through online
intermediaries such as Uber in 2015. Another
estimate from JPMorgan Chase Institute finds
that 1% of adults earned income from work
provided through online platforms in any
given month from 2012 to 2015.

A smaller share of workers moonlight
% of employed civilians ages 16 and older who hold more
than one job
8%
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Note: Data labels for 1994, 1996 and 2015 are shown.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of monthly Current
Population Survey data (IPUMS).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The emergence of the gig worker also fails to materialize in other labor market indicators. The
share of workers who moonlight by working more than one job is on the way down, falling from
more than 6% in the mid-1990s to 5% in 2015.
Almost all of this decrease had transpired by
The self-employment rate is falling
2000, perhaps driven by the economic boom
% of employed workers who are self-employed
in the 1990s, which may have reduced the
15 %
need to moonlight. But the rate has shown no
All self-employed
11.2
10.0
signs of inching up in recent years.
10

An increase in self-employment is another
potential indicator of engagement in the gig
economy. But the self-employment rate is also
on the decline, falling from 11.2% in 1980 to
10.0% in 2015. The decrease is entirely due to
the falling share of self-employed workers who
have not incorporated their businesses, those
more likely to be out on their own. 22
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Incorporated selfemployed
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3.7
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Note: Self-employed people work for profit or fees in their own
business, which may or may not be incorporated.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey
outgoing rotation files.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The trend in self-employment depends on the data source. Internal Revenue Service data on tax returns for income related to selfemployment activities suggest a rising trend for self-employed individuals, according to Katz and Krueger, 2016.
22
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2. How Americans assess the job situation today and
prospects for the future
People think that jobs in this country are being reshaped. They see many forces at play: the nature
of employment itself is changing; benefits and compensation are being restructured; competition
is coming from multiple directions, including outsourcing, imports, and the infusion of technology
in workplaces; demands are growing for higher levels of performance and retooled worker
competencies, including soft skills like social intelligence; and there is no clear consensus on which
entities should be responsible for helping workers meet these challenges. Americans see increased
emphasis on workers to continually improve their skills to keep up with job-related developments.
Fully 71% believe demands to improve work skills will increase in the years to come.
At the same time, things do not feel relentlessly pressured. People also see a generational march
that feels more positive than negative. More than half (56%) believe their standard of living is
better than their parents’ standard of living when their parents were their age. And more think
their children’s standard of living will be better than their own (46% believe this) than think things
will get worse for their kids (24% think that).
As they assess jobs in the knowledge economy, large majorities say workers need a mix of technical
skills (understanding computers is a must), comfort with diversity, and writing and
communications training to succeed. Fully 72% of Americans subscribe to the bootstrap notion
that individuals themselves have “a lot” of responsibility in getting the skills and education
necessary to succeed in the modern workforce. Still, partisan political differences emerge as people
try to apportion responsibility for who else or what else should assume the burden of worker
preparation. Democrats are more likely than Republicans to say public schools, colleges, and the
federal and state governments have a lot of responsibility for making sure U.S. workers are
prepared for today’s jobs.
This chapter examines people’s answers about what they consider to be the present state of jobs in
America, how the nature of work is changing, what skills people think are necessary for modern
workplaces, and where responsibility lies when it comes to providing workers with the skills and
education they need to succeed.
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By a two-to-one ratio, people think good jobs are difficult to find where they live. Some 65% of
adults say this, compared with 31% who believe there are plenty of good jobs where they live.
When the issue is simply the availability of jobs – whether good jobs or not – views remain
negative, on balance: 56% of Americans assert that jobs are hard to find in their communities,
while 37% say plenty of jobs are available.
A broad pattern of pessimism
pervades people’s views when
More than six-in-ten Americans say good jobs are hard
they think about the
to find where they live
prospects of good jobs in
% saying ___ where they live
their areas. Even those with
full-time jobs, those who live
84
in high-income households
73
and have high levels of
71
65
64
62
education, those in every job
Good jobs are difficult to find
55
sector, those in small
companies and those in
36
33 31
larger corporations, hourly
28
26
22
workers and salaried
workers, and those in every
10
region of the country and
Plenty of good jobs available
every type of community are
Jan
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Jul
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Aug
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'06
'07
'08
'09
'14
'15 '16
more downcast than upbeat
about the availability of good
Note: Volunteered responses of “Lots of some jobs, few of others” and “Don’t
know/Refused” not shown.
jobs. Still, things were
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
considerably worse in a 2009
“The State of American Jobs”
survey by Pew Research,
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
when 84% of Americans
reported good jobs were hard
to find and only 10% said plenty of good jobs were available.
While at least half of adults across all of these groups think good jobs are hard to find where they
live, some groups are particularly pessimistic. For example, 72% of those with annual family
incomes of less than $30,000 say good jobs are hard to find, compared with 56% of those with
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incomes of $75,000 or more. And about three-quarters (76%) of adults living in rural communities
say good jobs are hard to come by where they live, compared with 62% of those living in urban or
suburban communities. Younger adults ages 18 to 29 are more bullish about jobs than their older
counterparts – 40% say plenty of good jobs are available locally, compared with 30% or less
among older age groups.

Over the years, Americans’ views about their standard of living have held relatively steady and
have registered relatively optimistic when they compare their lives to their parents’ lives and when
they ponder the circumstances they believe their children’s generation will face.
In this survey, 56% of adults
say their standard of living is
“much better” (33%) or
“somewhat better” (23%)
than their parents enjoyed at
the same age. Some 24%
report their standard of living
is about the same as their
parents. And 17% describe it
as “somewhat worse” (10%)
or “much worse” (7%) than
their parents at a similar age.
These are not very different
readings from previous
survey findings during strong
economic times in the mid2000s and during tougher
circumstances when the
effects of the Great Recession
were still being felt in 2010.

Americans are more upbeat than downcast about how
their standard of living has evolved – and will continue
onward
% saying …
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better

Somewhat
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About the
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Their standard of living is...
Compared with their parents'
standard of living at a
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Their children's standard of living will be...
46%
When they reach a
comparable age
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Note: Figures may not add to 100% or sum to net due to rounding. “Don’t know/Refused”
responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Looking ahead, people are a bit less sanguine about their children’s prospects, but they are more
upbeat than despairing. Some 46% believe their children will enjoy a “much better” (27%) or
“somewhat better” (20%) standard of living when they are their parents’ age. Roughly a fifth (19%)
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believe their kids will enjoy about the same standard of living, while only 13% believe it will be
“somewhat worse” and 10% believe it will be “much worse” for their children when they are the
same age their parents are today. Again, these views have not varied to any great degree in Pew
Research Center surveys since the Great
Recession began in 2007.
To some extent, people’s current job satisfaction
is tied to their views about how things have
changed from their parents’ circumstances to
now. Among employed adults who are very
satisfied with their job, 64% say their standard of
living is better than their parents’ was; among
those who are somewhat satisfied, 55% say
things are better for them than they were for
their parents; among those who are somewhat or
very dissatisfied, 39% say they are better off than
their parents were.

Feelings about mobility linked to job
satisfaction
% saying …
Satisfaction with current job
Somewhat/
Very
Somewhat
Very dissatisfied
satisfied
satisfied
Compared with
parents at the
same age, standard
of living is …
Better

64

55

39

Same

23

23

24

Worse

11

21

37

Note: Respondents were asked to compare their current standard
of living with their parents when they were a similar age. “Don’t
know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”

Yet, people’s satisfaction with their jobs does not
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
necessarily translate into hopes for their
children’s standard of living. As people think
about where their children will be, those who are very satisfied with their current job are no more
likely to be hopeful for their kids’ lives than those who are very dissatisfied with their jobs.

Despite their relatively upbeat assessments about their standard of living and prospects for the
future, many Americans think jobs in the U.S. are less secure, more pressured, less rewarding in
terms of benefits, and less built on worker loyalty to employers than in the past.
Two-thirds of all adults (66%) believe today’s workers have to improve their work skills more often
than workers of the previous generation did in order to keep up with developments tied to jobs.
Some 63% say there is less job security for workers now than there was 20 to 30 years ago. About
half (49%) think employee benefits such as health insurance, paid vacation and retirement plans
are not as good as before. This compares with 25% who say benefits are better now and 23% who
say they are about the same.

www.pewresearch.org

44
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

When it comes to employee loyalty to employers, 56% of adults believe today’s workers show less
loyalty to their employer, while 15% say there is more loyalty from workers now and 27% rank the
loyalty level about the same as a generation ago.
A 2006 Pew Research Center survey found a similar level of angst about workplace trends and
conditions. About six-in-ten
(64%) said the average
Many think job conditions have become more
working person had less job
challenging than a generation ago and that more
security in 2006 than 20 to
stressful change is coming
30 years earlier, and 70%
% saying each aspect of work is ___ compared with 20 to 30 years ago and
said workers were required to
will be ___ 20 to 30 years from now
update their skills more often
Employee benefits
Not as
About the
than in the past to keep up
Better
good
same
with changes in the
Compared with the past
25
23
49
workplace. Roughly half
(51%) said workers showed
Anticipating the future
21
33
44
less loyalty to their employer
Need to improve
Less
About the
than they had in the past.
skills
More often
often

As they look at the future,
large numbers of Americans
think things will intensify in
the coming 20 to 30 years.
Roughly seven-in-ten (71%)
believe that workers will have
to improve their skills more
often in the future in order to
keep up with job-related
developments. About half
(51%) think there will be less
job security in 20 to 30 years,
while only 14% predict more
job security for workers, and
32% say this will stay about
the same.

Compared with past

same

9

Anticipating the future 5

22

66

22

Job security
More

71

About the
same

Less

19

63

Compared with past

16

Anticipating the future

14

32

More

About the
same

Less

15

27

56

Employees' loyalty
to employers
Compared with past

Anticipating the future 10

43

51

43

Note: Questions about the past and the future were asked of different samples. “Don’t
know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

A plurality (44%) believe
employee benefits will not be
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as good in the future, while 33% think benefits will be about the same and 21% believe they will be
better.
When it comes to worker loyalty, 43% say employees will show less loyalty to their employers in
the future, while an identical share believe the current levels of loyalty will prevail. Only 10%
believe that workers will have more loyalty to their firms 20 to 30 years from now.

There are clear socioeconomic class differences as people look at the changing nature of
jobs
There are clear patterns by income and education in views about the present and future of work.
Those in households with higher income and people with higher levels of education tend to be
more discouraged about workplace trends than those with lower incomes and lower levels of
education. For example, 73% of those with college degrees or more believe that there is less job
security now for workers than there was 20 to 30 years ago, compared with 65% of those with

College-educated Americans are more likely to think job stresses have grown since
a generation ago and to anticipate more strains in the future
% saying they see negative changes in jobs from a generation ago and believe they are coming in the generation ahead
Bachelor's degree+

Some college

High school
or less

Bachelor's degree+

Comparing now with the past
73

Some college

High school
or less

Anticipating the future

73
65
54

58

60

55
43

48

56

55

45

43

49

46
32

Workers have less Workers have less Benefits not as good
job security
loyalty to employers

47
37

Workers will have Workers will be less Benefits not as good
less job security
loyal to employers

Note: Questions about the past and the future were asked of different samples. “Some college” includes those with a two-year associate
degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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some college education and 54% of those with a high school diploma or less. Moreover, 75% of
those in households earning $75,000 or more say job security has worsened in the past
generation, while 63% of those in households earning $30,000 to $74,999 and 53% of those in
households earning under $30,000 agree.
Interestingly, those who have management jobs and those who are members of unions are equally
likely to believe that job security has worsened in the past generation: 73% of adults in those job
categories say job security has worsened. The same dynamic holds when it comes to employee
benefits: 63% of both managers and union members say employee benefits are not as good now as
20 to 30 years ago. Some 57% of union members and 68% of managers believe employee loyalty to
employers has lessened in the past generation.
On the issue of how things will
look in the next 20 to 30 years,
the other noteworthy pattern
relates to age. Americans ages
50 and older are more likely
than those who are younger to
think that worker benefits will
not be as good for those
working 20 to 30 years from
now (50% vs. 39%) and that
there will be less job security
in the future (54% vs. 49%).

People believe outsourcing and imports are the
biggest harms to U.S. workers; they are more divided
about the impact of immigrants and automation
% of adults who think these factors help or hurt American workers
Helps American workers
Increased outsourcing of
jobs to other countries

15

More foreign-made
products being sold in U.S.

80

22

Increased use of contract
or temp employees

77

35

Automation of jobs

57

42

Decline of union
membership

50
33

Growing number of
immigrants working in U.S.

The survey measured public
reactions to several key
economic and workplace

Hurts American workers

49

42

45

More U.S.-made products
being sold abroad

68

26

Internet, email, other
office tech

70

24

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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trends. The public ranks outsourcing of jobs and a rise in imports as the biggest threats to
American workers. Fully 80% think outsourcing has done more to hurt than help workers, and
77% believe imports have taken their toll. At the other end of the spectrum, 70% of Americans say
the internet, email and other office technology have helped workers and 68% think exports have
helped.
The increased use of contract or
temporary employees is viewed
as a net-negative by the public:
57% say this trend hurts
American workers, while 35%
say it helps. Half of adults say
automation has hurt U.S.
workers vs. 42% who see it as a
helpful trend, and 49% say the
decline in union membership
has hurt workers, while 33%
say it has helped.

Views about the impact of immigrants on U.S. workers
have shifted significantly in the past decade
% saying the growing number of immigrants working in this country ___
American workers
Help

Hurt

2006
28

2016
42

Diff
+14

2006
55

2016
45

Diff
-10

Men

31

42

11

53

46

-7

Women

26

41

15

58

44

-14

Whites

22

32

10

61

54

-7

Blacks

25

42

17

64

44

-20

Hispanics

63

74

11

25

18

-7

18-29

43

56

13

46

33

-13

30-49

28

48

20

55

40

-15

All adults

There is a divided verdict when
23
32
9
60
53
-7
50-64
it comes to Americans’
17
28
11
64
57
-7
65+
assessment of the impact of
34
52
18
44
33
-11
Bachelor’s degree+
immigrants: 45% of adults now Some college
28
34
6
56
53
-3
believe that the growing
22
35
13
63
53
-10
High school
31
56
25
60
33
-27
number of immigrants working Less than high school
30
43
13
49
44
-5
$75,000+
in the U.S. hurts workers and
25
38
13
59
49
-10
$30,000-74,999
42% say having more
27
45
18
61
43
-18
immigrants helps workers. This <$30,000
24
22
-2
61
67
6
Republicans
is a noteworthy change from
30
58
28
54
30
-24
Democrats
Pew Research Center findings
25
40
15
57
45
-12
Independents
from 2006, when there was a
Note: Volunteered responses of “Not much effect” and “Don’t know/Refused” not shown.
nearly two-to-one view in the
Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. Hispanics are of any race. Cannot display
public that the growing number data for Asians due to small sample size. “Some college” includes those with a two-year
associate degree.
of immigrants hurt U.S.
Source: Surveys of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016, and June 20-July 16,
2006.
workers. Some 55% of
“The State of American Jobs”
Americans said a decade ago
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
that immigration hurt workers,
compared with 28% who thought immigration helped workers.
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Some of the biggest increases in positive views about the impact of immigrants have come among
Democrats, blacks, and those with less than a high school diploma. These groups are all notably
more likely now than in 2006 to think the growing number of immigrants helps workers.

There are major political divisions over whether more immigrants help or hurt U.S. workers
In the current survey, there
are sharp political divides on
Whites are more likely than others to think several
the impact of immigrants on
forces have hurt U.S. workers
the job situation. Two-thirds
% saying these factors hurt American workers
(67%) of Republicans say the
Whites
Blacks
Hispanics
growing number of
immigrants working in this
88
country hurts American
80
78
workers, while only 30% of
69
62
Democrats agree with this
54 52
53
52
47
assessment. Roughly six-in40
39
ten (58%) Democrats say this
trend helps workers.
Independents are split: 45%
say immigrants hurt, while
40% say they help. The views
Increased
More foreign-made Increased use of Automation of jobs
outsourcing of jobs products being
contract or temp
of Democrats have
to other countries
sold in U.S.
employees
substantially shifted and
Note: Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. Hispanics are of any race. Cannot
softened towards immigrants
display data for Asians due to small sample size.
in the past decade. In 2006,
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
fully 54% of Democrats said
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
that the growing number of
immigrants was hurting
workers, while only 30% said it helped workers. Over this same period, Republicans’ views have
hardened somewhat, as a larger share now say having more immigrants in the U.S. hurts workers
(67% today, up from 61% in 2006).
There are also differences tied to race and ethnicity. In 2016, whites are more likely than Hispanics
and blacks to think that growing numbers of immigrants hurt workers: 54% of whites say that,
compared with 44% of blacks and 18% of Hispanics. A decade ago, 64% of blacks felt that more
immigrants hurt U.S. workers. Thus, in the past 10 years there has been a 20-point drop among
blacks in their view that immigrants hurt American workers. At the same time, there has been a
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17-point increase in the share of blacks who believe that greater numbers of immigrants help
workers.
In addition, age is tied to people’s views about how the automation of jobs, the growing number of
immigrants, the increased use of contract workers and the increase of imports are affecting
American workers. Younger adults ages 18 to 29 are more likely than their elders to think these
economic forces help American workers.
With the exception of the automation of jobs, whites are generally more likely than blacks or
Hispanics to see harm in those instances. In addition, 88% of whites believe that increased
outsourcing hurts American
workers, compared with 78%
of blacks and 53% of
Americans think individuals and public schools should
Hispanics.
have the most responsibility to make sure workers

have the right skills
% saying these groups should have ___ responsibility in making sure that
the American workforce has the right skills and education to be successful in
today's economy
A lot of

Some

Individuals themselves

28

52

Employers

Federal government

22

60

Colleges and
universities

State governments

49
40
35

35
34

Note: “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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No

72

Public K-12 education
system

Majorities of Americans
assert that the main
responsibility for preparing
and keeping workers up to
speed on their job
requirements falls on
individual workers
themselves and the
elementary and secondary
public school systems.
Roughly seven-in-ten (72%)
believe that individuals have
“a lot” of responsibility to

Only a little

31
7 3

35

7 5

39

8 3
15
18

9
11
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make sure workers have the right skills and education to be successful. These views are strongly
consistent throughout different groups. Majorities of every major demographic cohort believe that
individuals have a lot of responsibility for their job preparedness.
Additionally, 60% say that public K-12 schools bear a lot of responsibility in preparing and
training the workforce. For some groups this ranks nearly as high a factor in job preparedness as
the role of individuals themselves. This is especially true among racial and ethnic minorities, those
in poorer households, those with lower levels of education, and those who are Democrats.
After that, the public assigns responsibility this way: 52% believe colleges and universities have a
lot of responsibility, 49% think employers have a lot of responsibility, 40% say state governments
have a lot of responsibility, and 35% say the federal government has a lot of responsibility. It is
useful to note that in the broadest terms there is the least support among people for the federal
government holding a great
deal of responsibility for
preparing American workers
Most say individuals are very responsible for job
to be successful.
Beyond those broader
patterns lie some other
noteworthy demographic
differences in people’s
assignment of responsibility
for worker preparedness and
skills acquisition.

readiness; Democrats, more than Republicans, see a
strong role for government, educational system
% saying these groups have a lot of responsibility in making sure that the
American workforce has the right skills and education to be successful in
today's economy
Republican/Lean Rep

Democrat/Lean Dem

77
70

66
58

54
44

A more detailed breakdown
looks like this:

46

50

49

27

Individuals themselves: As
noted, 72% of Americans say
that people have a lot of
responsibility to make sure
they have the right skills and
education to be successful in
today’s economy. Among
those who are more likely
than their demographic

Individuals
themselves

Public K-12 Colleges and
education universities
system

Employers
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23

State
Federal
governments government

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
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counterparts to believe that are those living in households earning more than$75,000 (79%), those
with a bachelor’s degree or higher level of education (79%) or some college (75%), Republicans and
independents who lean to the Republican Party (77%) and whites (74%).
The K-12 education system: Some 60% of all adults say that public elementary and secondary
schools have a lot of responsibility in making sure workers are educated and have the right skills
for today’s economy. Among those more likely to support this idea than their counterparts:
Democrats and Democratic leaners (66%), Hispanics (66%) and blacks (65%).
Colleges and universities: About half of Americans (52%) say that colleges have a lot of
responsibility to make sure that U.S. workers have the rights skills and education to be successful
in today’s economy. Among the groups that are more likely than their counterparts to back that:
Hispanics (63%), those who did not complete high school (62%) and Democrats and Democratic
leaners (58%).
Employers: About half (49%) subscribe to the idea that employers have a lot of responsibility to
make sure workers have the right skills and education to be successful in today’s economy. Among
those more likely than their counterparts to say this: Hispanics (61%) and blacks (54%), those with
a high school diploma or less (55%), and those in households earning less than $30,000 (55%).
The federal government: About a third (35%) of adults say that the federal government has a lot of
responsibility in making sure the American workforce has the right skills and education to be
successful. Those more likely than their counterparts to believe this include Hispanics (56%),
blacks (52%), those in households earning less than $30,000 (49%), Democrats and independents
who lean Democratic (44%) and those with high school diploma or less (43%).
The same pattern of responses largely applies to those who say that state governments have a lot of
responsibility in making sure that the American workforce has the right skills and education to be
successful in today’s economy. Overall, 40% of Americans believe that.

When people think about what it takes for workers to be successful these days, they rank several
traits as highly important: knowledge of computers (85% say this is “extremely” or “very”
important), ability to work with those from diverse backgrounds (85%), training in writing and
communication (85%) and access to training to update skills (82%).
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Next on the list comes training
in math and science – 69%
believe that is extremely or
very important – and knowing
computer programming
(64%). A smaller share of
Americans also believe that
mastering social media (37%)
and knowing a foreign
language (36%) are at least
very important for success in
the modern workplace.

Americans believe knowledge of computers, social
dexterity, communications skills and access to
training are keys to success for today’s workers
% saying these traits are important for workers to be successful in today's
economy
Extremely
important
Having a detailed
understanding of how to use
computer technology
Being able to work with people
from many different
backgrounds

Very
important
NET 85%

Somewhat
important

40

45

12

49

12

85%
35
85%

Training in writing and

37
48 13
The traits most frequently
communicating
82%
cited as important by
Access
to
training
to
keep
Americans are anchors of the
33
49
16
skills up to date
skill set of workers in the
69%
knowledge economy. It is not
Training in math and science
22
47
26
surprising, then, that some of
64%
the starkest differences in
Knowing a computer or
23
41
26
programming language
people’s answers are linked to
37%
their level of education. Those
27
40
Mastering social media 10
with higher educational
36%
attainment are more likely
than others to think that
Knowing a foreign language 10
25
43
knowledge of computers,
Note: NETs calculated before rounding.
writing and communications
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
training, facility in working
“The State of American Jobs”
with people from many
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
different backgrounds and
access to more training on skills are extremely important for workers to be successful now. For
instance, 46% of those with college degrees or higher and 44% of those with some college consider
knowledge of computers to be extremely important, compared with 34% of those with a high
school diploma or less.

Those who work in the manufacturing and farm sectors and those who work in the hospitality
industry are less likely than those who work in the education, trade or health care sectors to
believe that mastering computer technology and having training in writing and communications
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are extremely important traits to bring to the job.23 Moreover, those who do manual labor are less
likely than others to think that computer mastery and communications skills are essential for
workers. Manual laborers are also less likely than others to believe workers should be able to work
with people from many different backgrounds.
Women are more likely than
men to cite some traits as
extremely important for being
a successful job holder in
today’s economy. Some 46% of
women believe that having
detailed understanding of
computers is extremely
important for successful
workers compared with 34%
of men who believe that. There
is a similar-sized gender gap
when it comes to training in
writing and communication:
42% of women, vs. 32% of
men, say this is an extremely
important trait for today’s
workers to have.

Views on key skills for workers vary by education
% saying these traits are extremely important for workers to be successful in
today's economy
Bachelor's degree+
46

44

Some college

44
34

Having a detailed
understanding of
how to use
computer
technology

41

38
31

Training in
writing and
communicating

High school or less

39

36 35
29

Being able to
work with people
from many
different
backgrounds

28

Access to training
to keep skills
up to date

Note: “Some college” includes those with a two-year associate degree.

Additionally, there are some
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
differences in people’s views
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
tied to race and ethnicity.
Hispanics are less likely than
blacks or whites to think that it is extremely important for worker success to know computer
technology, be trained in writing and communications, and be able to work with others from
diverse background. At the same time Hispanics are more likely than whites to think that knowing
a foreign language and mastering social media are extremely important.

The industries and occupations mentioned are not exhaustive but represent some of the most common responses given in the survey. See
Methodology for details on how industries and occupations were classified.
23
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3. How Americans view their jobs
On the whole, American workers are generally satisfied with their jobs. Even so, a significant share
(30%) view the work they do as “just a job to get them by,” rather than a career or a steppingstone
to a career. Views about work are sharply divided along socio-economic lines, and the sense of
vulnerability is most acute among workers with no college education and lower-than-average
household incomes.
There are also significant differences across industries and occupations. For example, people who
work in management are more likely to be satisfied with their current job, to be in salaried
positions and to have a more robust set of employer-provided benefits. By contrast, workers who
are in retail, service or manual occupations have fewer benefits and lower levels of satisfaction.
About half of U.S. workers describe their job as a career, while 18% say it is a steppingstone to a
career. Three-in-ten workers say their job is “just a job to get them by.” Those who describe their
job as a career tend to be at least 30 years old and well educated, with higher incomes and holding
full-time, salaried jobs.

About half (49%) of American workers say they are very satisfied with their current job. Three-inten are somewhat satisfied, and the remainder
say they are somewhat dissatisfied (9%) or
Job satisfaction varies by family income
very dissatisfied (6%). Job satisfaction varies
% of employed adults saying they are very satisfied with
by household income, education and key job
their current job
characteristics. And the way people feel about
All
49
their job spills over into their views of other
aspects of their lives and their overall sense of
$75,000+
59
happiness.
About six-in-ten (59%) of those with an annual
family income of $75,000 or more say they’re
very satisfied with their current job, compared
with 45% of those making $30,000 to $74,999
and 39% of those making less than $30,000.

$30,000$74,999
<$30,000

45

39

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Certain types of employees are more likely to
express satisfaction with their current job.
People who work in management are
particularly likely to say they are very satisfied
(62%), compared with, for example, those who
work in manual or physical labor (48%). In
addition, those who work in full-time jobs
(52%), salaried positions (58%) and
permanent positions (53%) are particularly
likely to say they are very satisfied with their
current job.
When asked about their satisfaction with the
kind of work they do, employed Americans
with high family incomes again say they are
the most satisfied (65% of those making
$75,000 or more say they are very satisfied,
compared with 49% of those making $30,000
to $74,999 and 51% of those making less than
$30,000). Permanent, full-time and salaried
employees are also more likely than their
counterparts to say they are very satisfied in
this area.

Full-time workers report being more
satisfied than part-time workers with
various aspects of life
% saying they are very satisfied with each aspect of their
life
Employed full time

Employed part time
74

Family life
Personal
financial
situation
Current job
The kind of
The kind of
work you
work you do
do

69
31
27
52
39
58
46

Note: “Current job” and “The kind of work you do” were asked of
different samples.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Similar patterns are reflected when Americans are asked about satisfaction with their family life
and personal financial situation, as well as their overall happiness.
For example, about six-in-ten adults (61%) with a family income of less than $30,000 per year say
they are very satisfied with their family lives, compared with eight-in-ten adults whose family
income is $75,000 per year or more.
There is also a difference by education. Though 71% of Americans overall describe themselves as
very satisfied with their family lives, that figure is lower among those with less than a high school
education (64%) than those with at least a bachelor’s degree (75%).
About a third of Americans (32%) say they are very happy with how things are going these days in
their lives, while 51% describe themselves as pretty happy and 14% say they are not too happy.
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Large differences in happiness emerge when comparing those with high levels of education and
income and those with low levels. For example, adults with less than a high school education are
more than twice as likely as those with a bachelor’s degree or more education to say they are not
too happy with their lives (23% vs. 9%).24 And those with low family incomes, of less than $30,000
annually, are three times as likely as those with family incomes of $75,000 or more to say they are
not too happy (21% vs. 7%).
Those who are unemployed and looking for work are less happy with their lives, even when
controlling for family income. Unemployed Americans who are looking for work and report a
family income of less than $30,000 are about twice as likely as those who are employed and report
the same family income to say they are not too happy with how things are going in their lives (26%
compared with 14%).

Private sector employees less likely to
say their job gives them a sense of
identity
In addition to job satisfaction, the survey
explored what American workers’ jobs mean to
them – are their jobs central to who they are,
or are they mainly just a source of income?
About half (51%) of employed Americans say
they get a sense of identity from their job,
while the other half (47%) say their job is just
what they do for a living.25 And about half
(51%) of all U.S. workers say they view their
job as a career, while 18% see it as a
steppingstone to a career and 30% say it’s just
a job to get them by.
The same factors that underlie job satisfaction
are linked to deeper attitudes about work.
Workers with a postgraduate degree are the

% saying their job …
Gives them a
sense of identity
Private company

Is just what they
do for a living

42

55

Nonprofit

65

34

Government

67

32

Self-employed

62

36

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job.
“Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Although there is a significant difference by education when looking at individuals who describe themselves as “not too happy,” there is not
a consistent difference when looking at those who say they are “very happy.” For example, those with less than a high school education are
just as likely (37%) as those with at least a bachelor’s degree (38%) to say they are very happy.
25 Respondents who reported that they have multiple jobs and do not consider one job to be their primary job were not asked this question,
nor were they asked most of the survey questions about their current job. Those who said they have more than one job but consider one to be
their primary job were asked to think about only their primary job when answering questions about their current job.
24
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most likely to say their job gives them a sense of identity (77%), while 60% with a bachelor’s
degree, 48% of those with some college education and about four-in-ten (38%) of those with a high
school diploma or less say the same. Similarly, employed adults with a bachelor’s degree or more
education are nearly twice as likely as those with less education to say their job is a career (70%,
compared with 44% of those with some college experience and 39% of those with no college
education).
Those at the top of the income scale are the most likely to see their job as part of their identity and
as a career. Some 60% of those with an annual family income of $75,000 or more say they get a
sense of identity from their job, compared with 37% of those with a family income of less than
$30,000. And 75% of employed adults in the top income category ($75,000 or more) see their job
as a career, compared with 49% of those in the middle ($30,000 to $74,999) and only 17% of those
in the lowest income category (less than $30,000).
Roughly six-in-ten or more of those who are self-employed (63%) or who work for a nonprofit
organization (65%) or the government (67%) say they get a sense of identity from their job, while
only 42% of those who work for a private company say the same. Salaried and full-time employees
are also more likely to say their job gives them a sense of identity than hourly and part-time
employees, respectively.
At the same time, half or more of Americans
who are self-employed (63%) or who work for
a nonprofit organization (56%) or the
government (66%) see their job as a career,
while 44% of those who work for a private
company say the same.
There are also some significant differences by
industry. For example, 62% of adults working
in the health care industry and 70% of those
working in education say they get a sense of
identity from their job, compared with 42% of
people working in hospitality and 36% in retail
or wholesale trade. And 66% of those working
in a STEM profession or teaching say their job
gives them a sense of identity, while 43% of
those working in manual/physical occupations
and 37% of those working in retail or service

Youngest adults most likely to see their
jobs as steppingstones to a career
% of employed adults saying they think of their job as …
A career
18 to 29
30 to 49
50 to 64
65 and older

A steppingstone
to a career

26

Just a job to
get them by

41
60

33
15

63 3
56 3

25
33
38

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job.
“Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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jobs say the same.26 Employees of the same industries and occupations that are most likely to
report that their job provides them with a sense of identity (health care, education and
STEM/teaching) are more likely than others to say their jobs are careers.
Job characteristics are also linked to these attitudes about work. A quarter of part-time employees
see their job as a career, while 22% consider it a steppingstone and 52% say it’s just a job to get
them by. But among full-time workers, 58% view their job as a career, 17% say it’s a steppingstone
to a career and 24% say it’s just a job to get them by.
Younger workers are significantly less likely than middle-aged and older workers to view their job
as a career (26% of those ages 18 to 29) and more likely to describe it is a steppingstone to a career
(41%). If this age group follows the path of older adults, many of those “steppingstone” jobs will
indeed lead to careers.
Among young adults, though, there is a sharp divide by education. Those with at least a bachelor’s
degree are about twice as likely as those with less education to say their job is a career (41%,
compared with 21% of those with some college experience and 22% of those with a high school
diploma or less). These groups with lower education are more likely to say their job is just to get
them by.
The share of U.S. workers saying their job gives them a sense of identity has dropped somewhat
since the question was first asked by Gallup in 1989. Then, 57% of employed adults said their job
gave them a sense of identity, compared with 51% today.

Americans’ confidence in their job security remains high after reaching a low in the early 1980s.
Today, 60% of employed Americans say it is not at all likely that they will lose their job or be laid
off in the next 12 months. An additional 28% say it is not too likely, 7% say it is fairly likely and 5%
say it is very likely.
Even so, a segment of the U.S. workforce expresses a high level of vulnerability. Among workers
with less than a high school diploma, about four-in-ten (39%) say it’s very or fairly likely they may
be laid off within 12 months. By comparison, only 11% of those with a high school diploma, 10% of
those with some college education and 7% of those with at least a bachelor’s degree say the same.

The industries and occupations mentioned are not exhaustive but represent some of the most common responses given in the survey. See
Methodology for details on how industries and occupations were classified.
26
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Similarly, those in the lowest family income
bracket of less than $30,000 annually are four
times as likely as those with family incomes of
at least $75,000 and three times as likely as
those with incomes between $30,000 and
$74,999 to say they’re very or fairly likely to
lose their job in the next year (24% vs. 6% and
8%, respectively).
Certain types of workers are more likely to feel
their jobs are insecure. For example, 23% of
temporary workers say they are very or fairly
likely to lose their job in the next 12 months,
compared with 8% of those who describe their
jobs as permanent positions.
People who work in manual or physical
occupations such as maintenance workers,
farmers and construction workers are more
likely than those in other popular occupations
to say they may be laid off in the next year (for
example, 16% of these workers say they’re very
or fairly likely to lose their job, compared with
8% of those working in management). Those
who work in small companies of less than 50
employees (16%) are more likely than those
working in larger workplaces to say they are
very or fairly likely to lose their job.

Most feel their jobs are secure from
outsourcing and automation
% of employed adults who are not self-employed saying
it would be … for their employer to hire someone outside
of the country to do the job they are doing now
Not possible
All

Possible

61

Bachelor's degree+

37

67

32

Some college

57

40

High school or less

59

39

% of employed adults who are not self-employed
saying it would be … for their employer to use
technology to replace the job they are doing now
Not possible
All

85

Possible
15

Bachelor's degree+ 89

11

Some college 87

13

High school or less

79

20

Note: “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown. “Some college”
includes those with a two-year associate degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

While relatively few workers say it’s likely that
they will lose their job in the next 12 months, a sizable minority (37%) of those who are not selfemployed say it would be possible for their employer to outsource their job to a worker outside of
the U.S. This is up somewhat from 2006, when 31% believed this would be possible.
Those without a college degree and those with low family incomes are more likely to say their jobs
could be outsourced. About four-in-ten workers with a high school education or less (39%) or with
some college experience (40%) say this, compared with 32% of those with at least a bachelor’s
degree. Workers with a low level of family income (less than $30,000) are more likely than those
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with family incomes of $75,000 or more to say it would be possible for their employer to replace
them by hiring someone outside of the country (41% vs. 33%).
Relatively few U.S. workers believe that their jobs could be replaced with technology. Some 15% of
workers who are not self-employed say their employer could use technology to replace the job they
are currently doing; 85% say this wouldn’t be possible.
This is in line with previous research that found that, while 65% of adults predict that robots and
computers will do much of the work currently done by humans within 50 years, 80% of workers
expect that their own jobs will still exist in their current forms in the same time period.
Workers with a high school diploma or less education are more likely than those with higher levels
of education to say it is possible that their jobs could be replaced with technology (20%, compared
with 13% of those with some college experience and 11% of those with at least a bachelor’s degree).
And those with a family income of less than $30,000 annually are more likely than those with an
income of $75,000 or greater (23% vs. 9%) to say their job could potentially be replaced.
Though workers who are paid by the hour (19%) are more likely than salaried employees (9%) to
say their jobs could be replaced by technology,
there are no statistically significant differences
Wide gap in benefits offered to full- and
between full- and part-time workers.
part-time workers
% saying their employer offers … to them

People who work in management professions
(5%) are less likely than those in other popular
occupations to say it’s possible that their job
could be replaced by technology

Full time

Part time
78

Health
Health
insurance

34
78

Paid sick leave
vacation
oror
vacation

401(k)

According to the Pew Research survey, a
majority of workers report that they have
access to health insurance (68%), paid sick
leave or vacation (67%) and a 401(k) or other
retirement program (59%) through their
employer. Census data show that the share of
workers with employer-provided health

Tuition
Tuition
reimbursemen
reimbursment
t

33
69
26
47
22

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job.
“Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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insurance and access to employer-sponsored retirement plans have fallen in recent decades. (See
Chapter 1 for more details.)
Across the board, these benefits are more common among workers with at least a bachelor’s
degree, but around half or more of workers with less education still report access to these
employer-provided benefits. The youngest and oldest segments of the workforce – those who are
18 to 29 or 65 and older – are less likely to be offered each benefit.
Full-time workers are at least twice as likely as part-time workers to say that their employer offers
each of these benefits to them. For example, 69% of full-time employees can access a 401(k) or
other retirement program through their employer, compared with only 26% of part-time workers.
In general, those who work for the government (including federal, state and local) are the most
likely to say they have access to these benefits (for example, 87% say they have access to health
insurance). Private company and nonprofit employees are somewhat less likely to say their
employer offers health insurance coverage (74% and 72%, respectively) and self-employed workers
report a much lower rate (25%).
About four-in-ten (41%) American workers also say their employer provides tuition
reimbursement for skills training or additional education. While those who are highly educated,
those with high incomes, and full-time and government workers are more likely to have access to
tuition reimbursement than their counterparts, 18- to 29-year-olds are just as likely to say they are
offered this benefit as middle-aged workers.
These estimates of workers’ access to employer-provided benefits are similar to those found by the
Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Full-time and part-time workers were asked about their work schedule preferences. Full-time
workers were asked if they would prefer to be working part time, and part-time workers were
asked if they would prefer full-time work. For the most part, both groups are satisfied with their
current schedules.
About a third of part-time workers (36%) say they would prefer to be working full time, while 64%
say they would not. Men who work part time are more likely than women to say they would prefer
to work full time (41% vs. 31%). Similarly, part-time working parents of children under the age of
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18 living in their household are more
likely than non-parents to say they would
prefer to work full time (44% vs. 32%).
Among part-time workers, those with
family incomes of less than $30,000
(51%) are more likely than those with
higher incomes to say they would prefer to
be working full time, with about half
falling into this underemployed group. By
contrast, 36% of part-time workers with a
family income between $30,000 to
$74,999 and an even smaller share (14%)
among those with a family income of
$75,000 or more say they would prefer a
full-time job.

Men more likely than women to feel
underemployed
% of those working part time who say they would prefer
to be working full time
Men

41

Women

31

Family income
$75,000+
$30,000$74,999
<$30,000

14
36
51

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Most full-time workers report that they
prefer that schedule (80%, compared with
20% who say they would rather work part time). There are relatively few demographic differences
in this group. Women who work full time are more likely than men to say they would rather work
part time (25% vs. 16%), but parents with children under the age 18 living in their household are
just as likely as non-parents to say they prefer their full-time work. While those with lower family
incomes are somewhat more likely to prefer part-time work than those with high incomes, there
are few differences by education.
One-in-five adults who are not currently working say they are actively looking for a job. Men (23%)
are more likely than women (18%) to fall into this category. And the youngest Americans are much
more likely than the oldest segment of the population to be job hunting. About half (49%) of 18- to
29-year-old adults who are not employed say they’re looking for work, compared with 38% of
those ages 30 to 49, 17% of those ages 50 to 64, and only 2% of those ages 65 and older. Adults
who are not employed and have at least a bachelor’s degree (13%) are less likely than those with
less education to be looking for work.
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4. Skills and training needed to compete in today’s economy
There is a widespread feeling among U.S. adults that the workplace is evolving and they will have
to continually update their skills and training in order to succeed in a career. A narrow majority
(54%) of adults who are currently in the labor force say that it will be essential for them to get
training and develop news skills throughout their work life in order to keep up with changes in the
workplace. An additional 33% say this will be important, but not essential. Only 12% of workers
say ongoing training will not be important for them. Even among employed adults who say they
have the skills and education they need to get ahead in their job, roughly half (47%) say they will
need ongoing training throughout their career.
For some people, acquiring new skills won’t be a necessity just in the future: 35% of working adults
say they need more education and training now in order to get ahead in their job or career. A
plurality of those who say they need more training say the best way for them to get that training
would be through additional higher education. This is true across levels of educational attainment:
Pluralities of four-year college graduates say they would pursue a graduate degree, two-year
college graduates say they would try to get a four-year degree, and high school graduates say they
would go to college. About a third of workers who say they need more training believe receiving
on-the-job training would be the best way to gain the skills they need to get ahead, while fewer
point to certificate programs as the most promising pathway.
Roughly four-in-ten employed adults (45%) say they have taken a class in the past year or have
gotten extra training to learn, maintain or improve their jobs skills. About half of these workers
report that they did this at the behest of their employer, but significant shares also report that they
sought out additional training in order to earn more money, get a new job or get a promotion.
While the skills American workers rely on to do their jobs vary widely by education and industry,
interpersonal, communications and analytical skills are the most dominant across fields. And the
skills that U.S. workers are using in their jobs these days don’t necessarily coincide with what most
Americans view as the cutting-edge job skills of today. While an overwhelming majority of adults
(85%) say having a detailed understanding of how to use computer technology is extremely or very
important for a worker to be successful in today’s economy, far fewer employed adults say they
need this skill set in their current job.
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Overall, 54% of U.S. adults in the labor force
say that, in order to keep up with changes in
the workplace, it will be essential for them to
get training and develop new skills throughout
their work life. A third say, while not essential,
it will be important for them to continually
update their skills. Young adults are more
likely than their older counterparts to see skills
and training as essential (61%), perhaps
because of the longer trajectory they have
ahead of them. Even so, 56% of those ages 30
to 49 say ongoing training will be essential for
them, as do roughly four-in-ten workers ages
50 and older.

More educated workers see greater
need for ongoing training and skills
development
% of adults in the labor force saying it will be essential
for them to get training/develop new skills throughout
their work life in order to keep up with changes in the
workplace
Bachelor's degree+

63

Associate degree

57

Some college
High school or less

54
45

Employed in the following industry:
Computer/IT

66

Health care

62

Education

60

There is a significant education gap in
Hospitality
47
perceptions about the need for ongoing
Manufacturing/farming
46
training and skills development. Fully 63% of
Retail/trade
46
those with a bachelor’s or graduate degree say
Note: “In the labor force” includes those who are employed and
it will be essential for them to update their
those who are unemployed but looking for work. “Some college”
skills in order to keep up with the pace of
includes those who have attended college, but have not earned a
degree.
change in the workplace. Some 57% of those
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
with a two-year college degree say this will be
“The State of American Jobs”
essential for them, as does a similar share of
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
those with some college education but no
degree (54%). Among those with a high school
diploma or less, 45% say it will be essential for them to get training and develop new skills
throughout their career.
Adults who are working in certain STEM-related industries are among the most likely to say
ongoing training and skills development will be essential for them. Two-thirds of employed adults
(66%) who work in computer programming and information technology say this will be essential
for them. And roughly six-in-ten workers who are in the health care industry (62%) say the same.
By contrast, about half of adults working in hospitality (47%), manufacturing or farming (46%) or
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retail or wholesale trade (46%) see training and skills development as an essential part of their
future work life.27

To be sure, many workers are already engaged in an ongoing effort to improve their skills or learn
new ones. Fully 45% of employed adults say that, in the past 12 months, they have taken a class or
gotten extra training to learn, maintain or improve job skills. Workers younger than 50 are
somewhat more likely than those ages 50 and older to say they have sought out this type of
training (47% vs. 39%).
In keeping with the finding that more highly
educated Americans are among the most likely
to say they will need to keep their skills up to
date throughout their work life, 56% of
working adults with a bachelor’s degree or
more education say they have taken a class or
gotten training in the past 12 months, as do
54% of those with a two-year college degree.
Among those with some college education,
43% say they have taken a class or received
training in the past 12 months. By comparison,
30% of workers with a high school diploma or
less education say they have done this.

Many workers have taken a class or
gotten training in past year, often
because employer required it
% of employed adults
Have taken a class or gotten extra training
in past 12 months ...
To learn, maintain or
improve job skills
For a license or certification

45
30

Among those who took a class or got extra training,
they did so in order to ...
Meet employer requirement

52

Earn more money

Roughly six-in-ten workers in the health care
(58%) and education (62%) fields say they
have gotten training or taken a class in the
past year.28 Workers in the hospitality (28%),
retail and trade (32%) and manufacturing and
farming (34%) sectors are significantly less
likely to report the same.

34

Get a new job

26

Be promoted

25

Note: Findings on reasons for taking a class/getting extra training
are based on those who did so to either (1) learn, maintain or
improve skills or (2) for a license or certification.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The industries and occupations mentioned are not exhaustive but represent some of the most common responses given in the survey. See
Methodology for details on how industries and occupations were classified.
28 Due to small sample size, there are too few cases to analyze this question by adults who work in computer programming or information
technology.
27
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Workers are somewhat less likely to report having taken a class or gotten extra training for a
license or certification – 30% of all workers say they have done this over the past year. Once again
college graduates are among the most likely to have taken these steps, while those who never
attended college are among the least likely.
Adults who work in the health care industry are among the most likely to say they have had
training or taken a class related to licensing or certification – fully half (49%) say they have done
this in the past year. About a third of workers in the education sector (32%) say they have taken a
class related to licensing or certification in the past year, as do roughly a quarter of those working
in manufacturing and farming and in hospitality.

Employers often provide the impetus for workers to get additional training, but desire for
job advancement is also a motivator
Overall, 37% of employed adults report that
they have taken a class or gotten extra training
– either to improve their job skills or work
toward a license or certification. Among this
group, about half (52%) say they did this
because their employer required it. Roughly a
third (34%) say they needed the extra training
in order to earn more money. And about a
quarter say they needed the extra training in
order to get a new job (26%) or to be promoted
in their current job (25%).

Lower-income workers who seek
additional training are motivated by
wages, new job opportunities
% of employed adults who took a class or got extra
training in the past year in order to …
Annual family income
<$30,000

$30,000-$74,999

$75,000+
47

Earn more money

37
27
45

Get a new job

28
17

Younger workers who took a class or got extra
training in the past year are much more likely
than their older counterparts to say they
needed to do this in order to get a new job –
38% of workers younger than 30 say this is a
reason that they got extra training, compared
with roughly one-in-five (21%) workers age 30
or older.

31
31

Be promoted
19

Note: Based on those who took a class/got additional training either
to (1) learn, maintain or improve skills or (2) for a license or
certification.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The motivations for seeking additional training are highly correlated with workers’ income.
Among those who say they took a class or got additional training in the past year, 47% of workers
with annual household incomes less than $30,000 say they did this in order to earn more money.
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Some 37% of middle-income workers (those
earning between $30,000 and $74,999) say
the same. And for those with incomes of
$75,000 or more, only 27% say earning more
money was a reason why they sought
additional training.
Similarly, while 45% of lower-income workers
say they took a class or got more training in
order to get a new job, fewer middle-income
(28%) and higher-income (17%) workers say
the same.
Among workers who have not taken a class or
gotten extra training in the past year, the vast
majority (74%) say they didn’t need to take
these steps in order to advance in their job or
career. For the remaining 25% of this group,
having the time and resources to seek out
additional training can be significant barriers.

Limitations on time and resources can
hold some workers back from getting
additional skills training
Among workers who did not take a class or get extra
training in the past 12 months, % saying
Haven't taken a class or gotten extra training
because ...
Didn't need it to advance
in job/career
Some other reason

74

25

Among those who say "some other reason"
% saying they ...
Couldn't take time off from
work/responsibilities

57

Couldn't afford it
Didn't know classes/
training were available

45
26

Note: “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Among those who may have needed training in
order to advance in their job but did not get it, some 57% say that the inability to take time off
from work or from other responsibilities was a contributing factor. (This translates into 14% of all
workers who did not take a class or get extra training in the past 12 months.) And 45% of these
workers say they couldn’t afford to take a class or get additional training. Relatively few (26%) say
that they didn’t know this type of training was available.

Roughly one-in-four job seekers took a class or got skills training in the past year
Among adults who are unemployed but looking for work, 26% say they took a class or got extra
training in the past year to help them get a job. Those with at least some college education are
significantly more likely than those who never attended college to say they took this step (34% vs.
18%).
Among those who did not take a class or get additional training in order to help them get a job,
64% say they couldn’t afford to do so. Some 55% say they couldn’t take time away from other
responsibilities, and 35% say they didn’t know this type of training was available.
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While most workers expect training and skills
development to be an integral part of their
work life in the future, and many are taking
classes and getting certifications in real time,
about a third (35%) of workers say they lack
the education and training necessary to get
ahead in their current job; 64% of employed
adults say they have the education and
training needed to get ahead.
Not surprisingly, younger workers are among
the most likely to say they do not have the
necessary training to get ahead in their current
job. Some 46% of workers younger than 30 say
they don’t have the education and training
they need to get ahead in their job. About a
third (34%) of workers age 30 to 49 say the
same, as do 26% of workers ages 50 and older.

Roughly a third of bachelor’s degree
holders – with no postgrad degree – say
they need more education and training
to get ahead in current job
% of employed adults saying they __ have the necessary
education/training to get ahead in their current job
Do not
All employed adults

Do

35

Post-grad degree

64
16

82

Bachelor's degree

34

65

Associate degree

36

62

Some college

42

High school
Less than high school

57

35
50

64
48

Note: “Some college” includes those who have attended college, but
have not earned a degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”

Educational attainment is linked to workers’
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
feelings of job preparedness, but mainly at the
extremes. Workers with a postgraduate degree
are by far the most likely to say they have the necessary education and training to get ahead in
their job or career. Among this group, 82% say they have what they need to get ahead; only 16%
say they need more education and training.

Among workers with a bachelor’s degree, a two-year college degree, some college or a high school
diploma, roughly equal shares say they need more education and training in order to get ahead in
their current job. Workers who lack a high school diploma are among the most likely to say they
need more education and training (50%); only about half (48%) say they have the training they
need to get ahead.
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Higher education and on-the-job training are seen as best avenues for further skills
development
For workers who feel ill-equipped to get ahead
in their current job, there is no clear-cut
solution for obtaining more education and
training. Pluralities say going back to school to
obtain a higher degree would be the best way
to get the training they need. But a significant
share say on-the-job training aimed at
learning or improving a specific skill would be
the best approach for them to take. A smaller
share say pursuing a certificate program in a
professional, technical or vocational field
would be the best way for them to get the
training they need.
Among workers with a bachelor’s or graduate
degree who say they need more education or
training to get ahead in their career, 43% say
the best way for them to get the training they
need would be to pursue postgraduate
education (a graduate degree for those with a
bachelor’s, and an additional graduate or
professional degree for those who’ve already
completed graduate schooling). About threein-ten (28%) of these workers say on-the-job
training would be the best avenue to pursue,
and 22% say they would complete a certificate
program.

For workers who need more training to
get ahead in their job, pluralities point
to formal education as the answer
Among those who need more education/training to get
ahead in their current job, % saying ___ would be the
best way to get it

Workers with a postgraduate,
professional or bachelor's degree
Additional/Graduate degree
On-the-job training
Certificate program

43
28
22

Workers with an associate
degree
Bachelor's degree
On-the-job training
Certificate program

48
26
17

Workers with some college or a
high school diploma
2- or 4-year college degree
On-the-job training
Certificate program

43
33
14

Note: Workers with a graduate degree were asked if they would get
an additional graduate/professional degree; those with a bachelor’s
degree were asked if they would get a graduate/professional
degree; those with some college or a high school diploma were
given the option of choosing a two-year associate’s degree or a fouryear college degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

The pattern is similar for workers with less
formal education who say they need more training to get ahead in their job. Among those with a
two-year college degree, 48% say they would get a four-year degree, while 26% say on-the-job
training would be the best approach to take and 17% say they would complete a certificate
program.

www.pewresearch.org

70
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

And for those who haven’t completed college, a plurality (43%) say they would pursue a two-year
or four-year college degree in order to gain the training they need to get ahead at work, a third
would turn to on-the-job training and 14% say they would complete a certificate program.
Across levels of educational attainment, women are more likely than men to say that pursuing
formal education would be the best way to get the training they need to get ahead in their current
job. Among those who say they need more education and training, 52% of women and 35% of men
say getting a higher degree would be the best approach. Men are more likely than women to say
that on-the-job training would be best (36% vs. 25%) or to say they would pursue a certificate
program in order to get the training they need (20% vs. 13%).
Workers who say they would opt for on-the-job training are mostly positive about their prospects
for getting it. A majority (65%) say their employer offers this type of training. An additional 14%
say that while the training may not be offered in their workplace, their employer would help them
get the training they need. Some 16% say their employer would not assist them in getting training.
Among adults who are unemployed and looking for work, only about half (46%) feel they have the
education and training needed to get the kind of job they want; 52% say they need more education
or training. These job seekers are divided over the best approach to getting the qualifications they
need. About four-in-ten (42%) say getting additional formal education would be the best way.
Roughly the same share (37%) say completing a certificate program in a professional, technical or
vocational field would be a better strategy. An additional 16% point to some other approach.

In today’s high-tech, information economy, most American workers rely more on soft skills than
on technical skills to do their jobs. Fully half of employed adults say interpersonal skills such as
patience, compassion and getting along with people are extremely important in their job. An
additional 40% say these skills are very important. This skill set is especially important for workers
who are in the health care and education sectors – 64% of health care workers and 67% of
education workers say it’s extremely important for them to have interpersonal skills in order to do
their job.
A similar share of workers say they rely heavily on critical thinking skills such as evaluating facts
and making decisions in doing their jobs. Some 46% of all workers say these skills are extremely
important in doing their job, and 40% say they are very important. Again, these skills are more
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important to workers in the health care and
education fields than they are for workers in
the hospitality, manufacturing and farming,
and retail sectors.
Good written and spoken communications
skills are highly important as well. Some 45%
of workers say it is extremely important that
they have good communications skills in order
to do their job, and 44% say this is very
important. These skills are most important for
people working in education.

Amid demand for high-skilled jobs,
people skills still matter a lot
% of employed adults saying it is extremely important
that they have ___ in order to do their job
Interpersonal skills

50

Critical thinking

46

Good written and
spoken communication

45

Management and
leadership

30

Basic computer skills

Management and leadership skills are
extremely important for three-in-ten of today’s
workers, and an additional 40% say these
skills are very important. These skills cut
across industries, with roughly equal shares of
workers saying they rely on them to do their
job.
About three-in-ten workers (28%) say
computer skills such as word processing or
creating spreadsheets are extremely important
for their job.

28

Ability to do physical/
manual work
High-level math,
analytical, computer skills
Ability to operate, build,
machinery/equipment

20
14
12

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

A third tier of job skills includes a mix of analytical and manual skills. Some 14% of workers say it’s
extremely important for them to have high-level math, analytical or computer skills in order to do
their job, and an additional 25% say these skills are very important.
One-in-five workers say the ability to do physical or manual work or use hand tools is extremely
important in their job, and 12% say it’s extremely important for them to be able to operate, build
or repair machinery or equipment. As would be expected, these skills are particularly important
for workers in the manufacturing and farming industries, and they are also relied upon by those
who work in the hospitality or service industries.
The skills that American workers use in their jobs differ considerably by educational attainment.
Even among college graduates, there are significant differences in the skills
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Soft skills trump technical skills for most workers, but level of importance varies
widely by educational attainment
% of employed adults saying it is extremely important that they have ____ in order to do their job
Total
50

Postgrad
degree
59

Bachelor’s
degree
56

Some
College
50

High school
or less
42

Critical thinking

46

67

54

44

35

Good written and spoken communication

45

64

51

42

35

Management and leadership

30

37

35

30

25

Basic computer skills

28

48

40

24

17

Ability to do physical/manual work

20

5

13

22

28

High-level math, analytical, computer skills

14

17

17

12

11

Ability to operate, build, machinery/equipment

12

2

7

13

18

Interpersonal skills

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job. “Some
college” includes those with a two-year associate degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

used by workers with a graduate or professional degree compared with those with a bachelor’s
degree. For example, on critical thinking, 67% of workers with a postgraduate degree say it’s
extremely important for them to have these skills in order to do their job. Some 54% of workers
with a bachelor’s degree but no graduate degree say the same. A similar gap exists between these
two groups of workers when it comes to having good written and communications skills.
There are also large gaps between those with a bachelor’s degree and those with an associate’s
degree or some college experience but no degree. For example, 40% of workers with a bachelor’s
degree say basic computer skills are very important in their job; 24% of those with some college
but no bachelor’s degree say the same.
In addition, there are significant skills gaps between those with some college experience and those
who never attended college when it comes to using interpersonal skills, critical thinking,
communications skills, management and basic computer skills at work. Workers who never
attended college are more likely than those with higher levels of education to say they rely heavily
on their ability to perform manual and physical work and to operate machinery or equipment in
doing their job.
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Workers learn many key skills on the job
The skills that workers rely on are acquired in
a variety of venues. The survey finds that onthe-job experience is an important training
ground for many of today’s workers. Still,
when it comes to interpersonal skills, such as
patience, compassion and the ability to get
along with others, many also point to life
experience or self-teaching. Among workers
who say that having interpersonal skills is
extremely or very important in order for them
to do their job, some 35% say they learned
those skills on the job, while 8% say they
honed those skills through their formal
education. But a sizable share – 38% –
volunteer that they taught themselves those
skills or came by them naturally. (The
remaining share say they learned these skills
in some other way or in some combination of
work, school and training.)29

In acquiring soft skills, workers rely on a
mix of schooling, on-the-job training and
natural ability
Among workers who said ___ is important for their job,
% saying they learned this skill mainly through …
Work experience
Interpersonal
skills

Formal education
35

8

Management
and leadership

38

68
46

Critical thinking
Good written
and spoken
communication

Life experience

30

19
42

85
18
12

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job. For
respondents who ranked more than one item as “extremely” or
“very” important to their job, a random item was selected. “Life
experience” is a volunteered response. “Specialized training,”
“Some other way” and volunteered responses of “Some
combination” and “Don’t know/Refused” not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”

Other soft skills such as management, critical
thinking and communications skills are
acquired in different ways, according to the
workers who rely on those skills to do their
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
jobs. Among workers who said management or
leadership skills are extremely or very
important for their job, a majority (68%) say they learned those skills through work experience.
Only 8% say they learned those skills in their formal education, and 5% say they taught themselves
those skills.
Work experience is also a valuable source of learning for workers who say it’s important for them
to have critical thinking skills in their job. Some 46% of this group says they learned these skills on

Respondents were asked how they learned one skill that they listed as extremely or very important for their job. Respondents who ranked
only one skill as “extremely important” were asked about that skill. If they ranked more than one skill extremely important, one of those skills
was randomly chosen. Respondents who did not rank any skills extremely important but ranked one skill “very important” were asked about
that skill. If they ranked no skills extremely important but ranked more than one skill very important, one of those skills was randomly chosen.
29
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the job. About one-in-five (19%) say they acquired these skills in their formal education, and a
similar share (18%) say they gained these skills
through life experience.
Workers are more divided when it comes to
where they learned written and spoken
communications skills: 42% say they picked
up these skills through their formal education,
while 30% say they learned these skills
through work experience. An additional 12%
say they learned these skills through life
experience or self-teaching. Those with at least
a bachelor’s degree are more likely than those
with less education to say they learned
communications skills and critical thinking
through their formal education.
For some other job skills that are less widely
relied upon, on-the-job training is also crucial
to learning. Among workers who say being
able to operate, build or repair machinery or
equipment is extremely or very important for
their job, 70% say they learned these skills
through work experience, while only 3% say
they acquired these skills through formal
education. One-in-ten say they learned those
them through life experience.

Formal education is relied upon more
for math, analytical and computer skills
Among workers who said ___ is important for their job,
% saying they learned this skill mainly through …
Work experience

Formal education

Ability to operate,
build machinery/
equipment

Life experience
70 3 10

Ability to do
physical/manual
work
Basic computer
skills

34

High-level
math/analytical/
computer skills

34

57 6

25

32

20

43 5

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job. For
respondents who ranked more than one item as “extremely” or
“very” important to their job, a random item was selected. “Life
experience” is a volunteered response. “Specialized training,”
“Some other way” and volunteered responses of “Some
combination” and “Don’t know/Refused” not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Similarly, many workers who say it’s very important for them to be able to do physical or manual
work or use hand tools say they learned those skills on the job rather than through formal
education (57% vs. 6%). One-in-four volunteer that those skills came through life experience.
Workers who rely on basic computer skills and high-level analytical skills say they picked those
skills largely through a combination of work experience and formal education. Among those
workers who say basic computer skills such as word processing and creating spreadsheets are
important skills for them to have, 34% say they learned these skills on the job, while a similar
share (32%) say they learned these skills through their formal education (20% volunteer life
experience).
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When it comes to high-level math, analytical or computer skills, 43% of workers who say these are
central to their jobs say they learned these skills in their formal education. Some 34% say they
learned them through work experience. Relatively few (5%) say they picked these skills up on their
own.

Another finding from the survey echoes the notion that, for many workers, the most important job
skills they have are developed in the workplace rather than in the classroom. A solid majority
(73%) of employed adults say that someone with less education than them could develop the skills
and knowledge needed to do their job.
Workers with a graduate or professional
degree stand out in this regard. This is the only
group of workers in which a majority does not
say others with less education could be trained
to do their job. Even so, 50% of working adults
with a postgraduate degree say someone
without a similar degree could develop the
skills and knowledge to do their job; 50% say
they don’t think someone with less education
could do it.
Among those with a bachelor’s degree, 65%
say someone with less education could learn to
do their job, and the shares are significantly
higher among those with some college (82%)
and those with a high school diploma (80%).

Most college graduates say someone
with less education could learn to do
their job
% of workers saying someone with less education ___
develop the skills and knowledge to do their job
Could not
All employed

Postgrad degree
Bachelor's degree

Could

26

50

73

50
34

65

Some college

18

82

High school

19

80

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job.
Respondents were asked specifically about their level of education
(e.g., Could someone without a “four-year college degree” develop
the skills and knowledge to do your job?). Those without a high
school diploma were not asked this question. “Some college”
includes those with a two-year associate degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”

The relatively small share of workers (14%)
who say they rely heavily on high-level math,
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
analytical or computer skills to do their job are
among the most likely to say someone with
less education than them could not develop the skills to do their job (39% say so). By comparison,
among those who say they rely on their ability to do physical or manual work or on their ability to
operate or repair machinery, about half as many (20%) say someone with less education than
them could not learn how to do their job.
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Many workers see a mismatch between their job and their qualifications
Half of all working adults say they have about
the right qualifications for their job, but a
significant minority (41%) say they have more
qualifications than their job requires.
Relatively few (9%) say they have only some of
the qualifications needed to do their job.
These perceptions differ by educational
attainment. Employed adults with a bachelor’s
degree or more education are among the most
likely to say that they are well-suited for their
job: 54% say they have the right amount of
qualifications, 41% say they have more
qualifications than are required, and 4% say
they are underqualified for their current job.

Roughly four-in-ten workers with a
bachelor’s degree say they are
overqualified for their job
% of workers saying they have ___ the qualifications
needed for their job
More than

Right amount of

All employed

41

Bachelor's degree+

41

Some college

50

48 7

40
25

9

54 4

45

High school
Less than high school

Only some of

48
40

12

33

Note: Based on employed adults who have one job or those who
Workers with some college education or a high
have more than one job but consider one to be their primary job.
school diploma are more evenly split over
“Some college” includes those with a two-year associate degree.
“Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
whether they have the right qualifications or
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
more qualifications for their current job.
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
Those who did not complete high school have
a much different view. A quarter of these
workers say they have more qualifications than their job requires, while fully a third say they have
only some of the needed qualifications.
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5. The value of a college education
An extensive body of research has argued that obtaining a college diploma is a good deal for
graduates on almost any measure – from higher earnings to lower unemployment rates. By the
same token, those without a college degree can find their upward mobility in the job market
limited by a lack of educational credentials: This survey finds that one-third of Americans who lack
a four-year college degree report that they have declined to apply for a job they felt they were
qualified for, because that job required a bachelor’s degree.
But despite the potential benefits and opportunities available to college graduates – and the
potential challenges faced by those who lack a college diploma – Americans have somewhat mixed
attitudes about the effectiveness of traditional four-year colleges and other higher education
institutions. On a personal level, many college graduates describe their own educational
experience as having a generally positive impact on their personal and professional development.
Roughly six-in-ten (62%) college graduates with two- or four-year degrees think their degree was
very useful for helping them grow personally and intellectually, while roughly half think it was very
useful for opening up job opportunities (53%) or for providing them with useful job-related skills
and knowledge (49%).
Yet even as many college graduates view their own educational experience in positive terms, the
public as a whole – including a substantial share of college graduates – expresses reservations
about the extent to which various higher education institutions to prepare students for the
workforce more generally. Just 16% of Americans think that a four-year degree prepares students
very well for a well-paying job in today’s economy, and 51% say this type of degree prepares
students “somewhat well” for the workplace. Some 12% think that a two-year associate degree
prepares students very well (46% say somewhat well), and 26% feel that certification programs in
a professional, technical, or vocational field prepare students very well (52% say somewhat well).

Americans’ views of what a college education should be tend to prioritize specific, workplacerelated skills and knowledge rather than general intellectual development and personal growth.
Half of Americans say that the main purpose of college should be to teach specific skills and
knowledge that can be used in the workplace, while 35% think its main purpose should be to help
students grow and develop personally and intellectually and 13% volunteer that these objectives
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are equally important. The public’s views on
this issue have shifted slightly in favor of skills
development since the last time Pew Research
Center asked this question in 2011. At that
point, 47% said main purpose of college should
be to teach specific skills and knowledge and
39% said it should be to promote personal and
intellectual growth.

Those with postgraduate or professional
degree more likely to see college as a
place for personal growth
% saying the main purpose of college should be…
Personal growth
All adults
Postgrad degree

Americans who have engaged in additional
schooling beyond a bachelor’s degree are
especially likely to say that the main purpose of
college should be personal and intellectual
growth, rather than the acquisition of specific
skills and knowledge. Some 47% of those with a
postgraduate or professional degree think the
main purpose of college should be personal and
intellectual growth, while 35% think it should
be teaching workplace-relevant skills.

Specific skills

35
47

Bachelor's degree
Associate degree
Some college
High school or less

50
35

41

44
31

35

54
48

31

56

Note: “Some college” includes those who have attended college, but
have not earned a degree. Volunteered responses of “Both equally”
and “Don’t know/Refused” not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

In contrast, those with limited college experience (or no college experience at all) are more likely
to prioritize the development of specific skills over general intellectual improvement. For instance,
56% of Americans with a high school diploma or less say college should be primarily a place to
develop specific work-oriented knowledge and skills, while just 31% see it primarily as a place for
personal and intellectual growth.
There is also a partisan element to these views, with Republicans and Democrats expressing highly
differing opinions on the purpose of college. Democrats (including Democratic-leaning
independents) are about evenly split on which of these objectives is more important: 42% say
colleges should prioritize personal and intellectual growth, while 43% say they should prioritize
the development of workforce-relevant skills. But among Republicans and Republican leaners,
58% say that the main purpose of college should be teach specific skills – while just 28% feel that
the main purpose should be general personal and intellectual growth.
These partisan differences hold true even after accounting for differences in educational
attainment. Democrats and Democratic leaners with high levels of educational attainment are
more likely to prioritize personal and intellectual growth relative to Democrats and Democratic
leaners with lower levels of educational attainment.
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But Democrats and Democratic-leaning
independents at all educational levels are more
likely than Republicans and Republican-leaning
independents with similar levels of education to
believe that personal and intellectual growth
should be the main purpose of college.
Along with Democrats and those who have
progressed beyond a bachelor’s degree, younger
adults (those ages 18 to 29) are more likely than
older adults to feel that personal and
intellectual growth should be the primary
purpose of college: some 43% of 18- to 29-year
olds feel this way, compared with roughly onethird of those in older age groups.

Democrats at all education levels more
likely to see college as a place for
personal growth, rather than developing
job skills
% saying the main purpose of college should be…
Personal growth

Specific skills

Among all adults
Democrat/Lean Dem

42

Republican/Lean Rep

43
28

Among high school or less
Democrat/Lean Dem

37

Republican/Lean Rep
Among some college
Democrat/Lean Dem

58
51

25
40

Republican/Lean Rep

63
43

27

59

Among bachelor's degree+
Democrat/Lean Dem

51

33

Republican/Lean Rep
35
50
In addition, Americans who themselves work in
the education field tend to place a greater
Note: “Some college” includes those with a two-year associate
degree. Volunteered responses of “Both equally” and “Don’t
emphasis on personal and intellectual growth
know/Refused” not shown.
as the primary purpose of college: 46% believe
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
that this should be the main purpose of a
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
college degree, while 35% believe that college
should mainly be a place to develop specific
skills and knowledge (19% of those who work in the education industry consider them equally
important).

When asked to assess certain aspects of their own educational experience, about six-in-ten (62%)
college graduates (including those who graduated from a two-year degree program) feel that their
time in college was very useful in helping them grow personally and intellectually. About half say
their college experience was very useful in helping them access job opportunities (53%) or in
helping them develop skills and knowledge they could use in the workplace (49%).
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Most two-year and four-year college graduates think
The further people have
their experience was broadly useful
progressed in their college
career, the more likely they are % of adults with a two-year or four-year degree saying their education was
____ for …
to consider their experience
very useful. Those with a
postgraduate or professional
degree are more likely to say
that their college education was
very useful in each of these
respects compared with fouryear degree holders, who are in
turn more likely than those
with a two-year associate
degree to say that their
education was very useful
across each of these measures.
For example, while two-thirds
Note: “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown.
of those with a postgraduate or Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
professional degree say their
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
college education was very
useful in opening doors to job opportunities,
56% of those with a four-year degree, and an
Those with an associate degree are less
even smaller share (40%) among those with a
positive than others about the
two-year degree, say the same. And while 57% of usefulness of their college experience
those with more than a bachelor’s degree say
% saying their college experience was very useful for…
college was very useful in helping them develop
marketable skills, about half or a smaller share
among those with a four- or two-year degree
hold this view (49% and 43%, respectively).
When it comes to helping them grow
professionally and intellectually, majorities of
those with a postgraduate or professional degree
(77%) and those with a bachelor’s degree (64%)
say college was very useful, compared with 46%
of those with a two-year college degree.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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When asked a broader set of questions about the impact of college more generally, the public
expresses somewhat mixed views about the extent to which a college education prepares students
for success in the workforce.
Two-thirds of Americans (67%) think that a traditional four-year degree prepares students for a
well-paying job in today’s economy at least somewhat well, but just 16% think it prepares them
very well, and 29% think it does not prepare them well. A somewhat smaller share of Americans
(58%) think that a two-year community college degree prepares students for a well-paying job
either very (12%) or somewhat (46%) well, while 38% think that these programs do not prepare
students well.
Interestingly, Americans with a
Americans have mixed views about how well post-high
four-year college degree are
generally no more positive – or school education prepares students for the workforce
negative – than those with less In general, how well do you think a ____ prepares someone for a wellpaying job in today’s economy?
education about the
relationship between a fouryear degree and a well-paying
job: 13% of those with a
bachelor’s degree or more
education say a four-year
degree prepares people very
well, as do 11% of those with a
two-year associate degree, 12%
of those with some college
Note: “Four-year degree,” “Two-year degree” and “Professional, technical certificate” were
experience but no degree, and
asked of different samples. Volunteered responses of “Depends on the person/job” and
know/Refused” not shown.
17% of those with a high school “Don’t
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
diploma. Among those who did “The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
not complete high school,
however, 40% believe that a
four-year college degree does a very good job of preparing people for a well-paying job.
When it comes to assessments of a two-year college degree, about one-in-six (16%) Americans who
hold this type of degree say it prepares workers very well for a well-paying job. This is considerably
larger than the share of those with at least a bachelor’s degree (7%) who say a two-year degree
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prepares people very well, but not necessarily more positive than the views of those with less
education.
Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than whites to say four- and two-year degrees prepare people
very well for a job in today’s economy. For example, about three-in-ten (29%) Hispanics and about
a quarter (24%) of blacks say this about a four-year degree, compared with 12% of whites. And
while about one-in-five blacks and Hispanics (18% each) say a two-year associate degree prepares
people very well, one-in-ten whites share this view.
These findings are consistent with previous Pew Research Center surveys that found that black
and Latino parents view college as more essential for their children’s success than do white
parents.
A substantially larger share of the public has
positive attitudes towards certification programs
in a professional, technical or vocational field in
the context of workforce development. Some
78% of Americans think that these programs
prepare students well for a job in today’s
economy, including 26% who think they prepare
students very well. Just roughly one-in-five
(19%) think they do not prepare students well. It
is important to note, however, that respondents
were not asked about the effectiveness of
certification programs instead of a college
education.
Positive assessments of certificate programs as a
way to prepare workers for jobs in today’s
economy are particularly widespread among
those who did not complete high school; 44% in
this group say these types of programs prepare
people very well, compared with about a quarter
(27%) of those with a high school diploma and a
similar share of those with some college, but no
degree (22%), a two-year degree (28%), or a

Minorities and those without a high
school diploma see especially high
value in a college education
% saying that a ____ prepares someone very well for a
well-paying job in today’s economy

All adults

Four-year
degree
16%

Two-year Certificate
degree
program
12%
26%

Bachelor’s degree+

13

7

22

Associate degree

11

16

28

Some college

12

11

22

High school

17

13

27

Less than high school

40

25

44

Whites

12

10

23

Blacks

24

18

25

Hispanics

29

18

39

Note: “Some college” includes those who have attended college, but
have not earned a degree. Whites and blacks include only nonHispanics. Hispanics are of any race. Cannot display data for Asians
due to small sample size.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
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four-year degree or more education (22%). Certificate programs are also particularly well-regarded
among Hispanics, 39% of whom say they prepare people very well for a good job in today’s
economy. About a quarter of blacks (25%) and whites (23%) say the same.

Recent research has argued that there is a
“credentials gap” in today’s workforce, as
employers increasingly require a bachelor’s
degree for positions that did not demand this
level of schooling in the past. And the survey
finds that 33% of Americans who do not have a
four-year college degree report that they have
declined to apply for a job they felt they were
qualified for, because it required a bachelor’s
degree.

For those with formal education beyond
high school, more education can mean
more exposure to credentialing
requirements
% saying they have not applied for a job they felt
qualified for, because it required a bachelor’s degree
Total, no four-year
degree

33

Associate degree
Some college

44
38

Americans who have engaged in some type of
High school or less +
formal education beyond high school (short of
34
vocational
obtaining a bachelor’s degree) are particularly
High school or less, no
25
vocational
likely to believe they’ve been adversely affected
by credentialing requirements as they work
Note: Based on adults without a four-year college degree. “Some
college” includes those who have attended college, but have not
their way up the educational ladder. Some 25%
earned a degree.
of Americans with a high school diploma or
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May 25-June 29, 2016.
“The State of American Jobs”
less and no additional schooling beyond that
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
have not applied for a job because of a
bachelor’s degree requirement. But that figure
rises to 34% among those with a high school diploma plus additional vocational schooling, to 38%
among those with some college experience but no degree, and to 44% among those with a two-year
associate degree. Put somewhat differently, as people receive additional formal education without
actually obtaining a bachelor’s degree, they may develop relevant skills without the on-paper
credentials to match.
In addition, adults younger than 50 are much more likely than older adults to have refrained from
applying to a job they felt they were qualified for because they didn’t meet the formal educational
requirements. About four-in-ten non-college graduates ages 18 to 29 (41%) and ages 30 to 49
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(44%) say this has happened, compared with 31% of those ages 50 to 64 and just 12% of those 65
and older.
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Methodology
Most of the analysis in this report is based on telephone interviews conducted May 25 to June 29,
2016, among a national sample of 5,006 adults, 18 years of age or older, living in all 50 U.S. states
and the District of Columbia (1,253 respondents were interviewed on a landline telephone, and
3,753 were interviewed on a cellphone, including 2,301 who had no landline telephone). The
survey was conducted by interviewers at Princeton Data Source under the direction of Princeton
Survey Research Associates International (PSRAI). Interviews were conducted in English and
Spanish. For detailed information about our survey methodology, see
http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/u-s-survey-research/
A combination of landline and cell phone random digit dial (RDD) samples was used; both
samples were provided by Survey Sampling International. Respondents in the landline sample
were selected by randomly asking for the youngest adult male or female who was home at the time.
Interviews in the cell sample were conducted with the person who answered the phone, if that
person was an adult 18 years of age or older.
The combined landline and cell phone samples were weighted using an iterative technique that
matches gender, age, education, race, Hispanic origin and nativity, and region to parameters from
the Census Bureau’s 2014 American Community Survey and population density to parameters
from the 2010 decennial census. The sample also was weighted to match current patterns of
telephone status (landline only, cell phone only, or both landline and cell phone), based on
extrapolations from the July-December 2015 National Health Interview Survey. The weighting
procedure also accounts for the fact that respondents with both landline and cell phones have a
greater probability of being included in the combined sample and adjusts for household size
among respondents with a landline phone.
The margins of error reported and statistical tests of significance are adjusted to account for the
survey’s design effect, a measure of how much efficiency is lost from the weighting procedures.
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The following table shows the unweighted sample sizes and the error attributable to sampling that
would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the survey:
Unweighted
sample size
5,006

Plus or minus …
1.5 percentage points

Form 1

2,520

2.2 percentage points

Form 2

2,486

2.2 percentage points

Group
Total sample

A second telephone survey was conducted Sept. 1 to 4, 2016, as part of the PSRAI September 2016
Week 1 omnibus. This survey was conducted among a nationally representative sample of 1,004
adults ages 18 or older living in the continental United States (503 respondents were interviewed
on a landline telephone, and 501 were interviewed on a cellphone, including 294 who had no
landline telephone). Interviews were conducted in English and Spanish. The margin of sampling
error for the weighted data is ± 3.8 percentage points.
Sample sizes and sampling errors for other subgroups are available upon request.
In addition to sampling error, one should bear in mind that question wording and practical
difficulties in conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the findings of opinion polls.
Pew Research Center undertakes all polling activity, including calls to mobile telephone numbers,
in compliance with the Telephone Consumer Protection Act and other applicable laws.

Coding of industries and occupations
Questions 20a and 20b in the main survey asked employed respondents what industry/field they
work in and what kind of work they do (see topline for exact question wording and filters). These
open-ended responses were coded using the net categories in the latest U.S. Census Bureau codes
for industry and occupation, as reported by IPUMS.
Some industry and occupation codes were further collapsed into larger net categories as follows
for analysis: The manufacturing and farming industry includes agriculture, farming, fishing,
manufacturing, mining and construction. The trade industry includes retail and wholesale trade.
The computer programming/IT industry includes software publishing, internet publishing and
broadcasting, data processing and hosting, and computer systems design and related services. The
hospitality/service industry includes arts, entertainment, social assistance, accommodation and
food services, and all other personal services.
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Manual/physical labor occupations include maintenance, installation, repair, production, machine
operation, farming, fishing, forestry, construction and extraction. STEM/teaching occupations
include computer programmers, coders, software developers, web developers, engineers, life,
physical, and social science occupations, health care professionals, health care support
occupations, teachers and instructors. Service occupations include food preparation and serving
and personal care occupations.
Coding was conducted by PSRAI. The industry and occupation categories mentioned in the report
are not exhaustive; only those with the largest shares of respondents are used in the analysis.

This section describes the data and methods used to measure the workplace trends presented in
Chapter 1 of the report. A key aspect is the analysis of employment and wage trends in occupations
grouped by job skills and preparation. That analysis is based on the combination of job skills and
preparation data from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Occupational Information Network
(O*NET) and occupational employment and wage data from the Current Population Survey
(CPS).30 The CPS is also the data source for most of the other measures of workplace trends, such
as health and retirement benefits, hours worked, job tenure, and self-employment.

Data sources
Occupational Information Network (O*NET): The O*NET database provides a variety of
information related to the requirements of more than 950 occupations. Among other things,
O*NET includes information on the specific skills required (mathematics, for example) by
occupations, the more general abilities of workers in different occupations (such as stamina), the
activities to be performed on the job (interacting with computers, etc.), and the job preparation
required (a combination of education, experience and training.) A key piece of information is that
each skill, ability or activity is rated on a scale of one to five measuring its importance to job
performance, from not important to extremely important. Job preparation is also rated on a scale
of one to five, from little or no preparation needed to extensive preparation needed. The ratings
are based on ongoing surveys of a nationally representative sample of workers as well as
occupation information generated by trained job analysts. This report used the most recent
version of O*NET database available at the time (version 20.3, released April 2016). The ratings
are mostly from within the past decade, reflecting the current level of importance of a skill to an
occupation. Any change in these ratings over time is not observed in the current analysis. The

30

Examples of related analyses of O*NET data may be found in Deming (2015) and Acemoglu and Autor (2010).
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occupations included in O*NET are classified according to a coding scheme that is consistent with
the 2010 Standard Occupational Classification.
Current Population Survey (CPS): Conducted jointly by the U.S. Census Bureau and the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, the CPS is a monthly survey of approximately 55,000 households and is
the source of the nation’s official statistics on unemployment. In this report, 12 monthly CPS files
in each year were combined to generate annual estimates of occupational employment in 1980,
1990, 2000, 2010 and 2015. Wages are estimated from the annual outgoing rotation group (ORG)
files which consist of the sample of workers from whom wage information was collected.
Additional analysis is based on the Annual Social and Economic Supplements (ASEC), conducted
in March every year, and other relevant supplements to the CPS. Most of the CPS microdata files
used in this report are the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS-CPS) provided by the
University of Minnesota.31

Determining job skills and preparation
This report focuses on the changing demand for three major families of job skills – social,
analytical and physical. In general terms, social skills include interpersonal skills, written and
spoken communications skills, and management or leadership skills. Analytical skills pertain to
facility with computers and mathematics, critical thinking and the like. Physical skills describe the
ability to work with machinery or equipment, manipulate tools, and to do physical or manual
labor.
Job skills and preparation from O*NET data
The table below lists the specific skills and work activities, from among the many listed in O*NET,
chosen to represent the broader set of social, analytical and physical skills. Each major family of
skills consists of sub-groups. Social skills refer to a combination of interpersonal skills,
communication skills and managerial skills; analytical skills are a mix of critical thinking,
evaluation and judgement skills, technical skills and basic computer skills; and physical skills are
composed of mechanical skills and general physical skills. In turn, each sub-group consists of a
handful of specific skills for which ratings are available in the O*NET data.

31 Sarah

Flood, Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, and J. Robert Warren. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey:
Version 4.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2015.
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Detailed O*NET skill elements chosen to represent social, analytical and physical
skills
Social Skills
Element Name
Interpersonal skills

Analytical Skills
Element ID Element Name
Critical thinking,
evaluation and
judgement skills

Physical Skills

Element ID Element Name

Social perceptiveness

2.B.1.a

Critical thinking

2.A.2.a

Coordination

2.B.1.b

Active learning

2.A.2.b

Service orientation

2.B.1.f

Judgment and decision
making

2.B.4.e

Systems analysis

2.B.4.g
2.B.4.h

Communication skills
Reading comprehension

2.A.1.a

Systems evaluation

Active listening

2.A.1.b

Technical skills

Writing

2.A.1.c

Mathematics

2.A.1.e

Speaking

2.A.1.d

Science

2.A.1.f

Complex problem solving

2.B.2.i

Managerial skills
Persuasion

2.B.1.c

Operations analysis

2.B.3.a

Negotiation

2.B.1.d

Technology design

2.B.3.b

Instructing

2.B.1.e

Programming

2.B.3.e

Time management
Management of financial
resources
Management of material
resources
Management of
personnel resources

2.B.5.a

Basic computer skills
Interacting with
computers

2.B.5.b

Mechanical skills
Controlling machines
and processes
Operating vehicles,
mechanized devices, or
equipment
Repairing and
maintaining mechanical
equipment
Repairing and
maintaining electronic
equipment
General physical skills
Performing general
physical activities
Handling and moving
objects

Element ID

4.A.3.a.3
4.A.3.a.4
4.A.3.b.4
4.A.3.b.5

4.A.3.a.1
4.A.3.a.2

4.A.3.b.1

2.B.5.c
2.B.5.d

Note: The O*NET elements listed above refer to worker skill requirements (those with an element ID starting with numeral 2) and work
activities required across occupations (those with an element ID starting with numeral 4).
“The State of American Jobs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

As noted, the importance of each skill to an occupation is given a numerical rating on a scale of
one to five in the O*NET data. For example, chief executives (occupation code 11-1011.00) have an
O*NET rating of 4.25 for social perceptiveness (element ID 2.B.1.a), 4.25 for coordination
(element ID 2.b.1.b) and 3.12 for service orientation (element ID 2.B.1.f). The average of these
three scores – 3.87 – is taken as the measure of the importance of interpersonal skills for chief
executives. Similarly, the importance of communication skills is measured by the average of the
O*NET rating for reading comprehension, active listening, writing and speaking skills. For chief
executives, the average score on communication skills is 4.16. Managerial skills are rated by the
average score on persuasion, negotiation, instructing, time management, and management of
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financial, material and personnel resources. The average score on managerial skills for chief
executives is 3.94. Finally, the average of the scores for interpersonal, communication and
managerial skills – 3.99 – is the overall social skill rating for chief executives.
The process described above is also used to develop the overall numerical rating for the
importance of analytical skills and physical skills in each occupation. As the table shows, analytical
skills are comprised of three sub-groups and physical skills are represented by two sub-groups. At
the first stage, an average rating is estimated for each sub-group. Next, the average of the ratings
for the sub-groups yields a measure of the overall importance of analytical and physical skills. For
chief executives, the average importance of analytical skills is 3.70 and the average importance of
physical skills is 1.34. The end result of this process is an average numerical rating for the
importance of social, analytical and physical skills in each of the more than 950 occupations
covered by O*NET.
The job preparation rating for an occupation is as directly recorded in O*NET in job zones. For
example, chief executives have a numerical rating of five on job preparation (“extensive
preparation needed.”) This rating means that the occupation typically requires a graduate school
level of education and extensive skill, knowledge and experience.
Matching O*NET and CPS data
Because O*NET does not contain employment or wage information for occupations it is necessary
to match the skills data to CPS data. Although both O*NET and the CPS use the 2010 standard
occupational classification there is one key difference: O*NET lists more than 950 occupations
coded at the eight-digit level, the finest detail possible, whereas the CPS lists fewer than 500
occupations coded at the four-digit level. In other words, an occupation listed in the CPS typically
encompasses more than one occupation listed in O*NET. Thus, occupational data in O*NET must
be aggregated to match up to the CPS data. This was done in three steps, as detailed below:
Step 1: The job skills and preparation ratings for eight-digit occupations in O*NET were
aggregated to the six-digit level. For example, financial managers, a six-digit occupation, are
broken apart into two eight-digit occupations in O*NET: treasurers and controllers and financial
managers, branch or department. The job skills and preparation ratings for these two eight-digit
occupations in O*NET were averaged to estimate the ratings for financial managers. This process
was repeated as necessary and the end result was a set of numerical ratings on job skills and
preparation for 772 six-digit occupations.
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Step 2: The ratings for six-digit occupations were further aggregated to the four-digit level using
an occupational crosswalk from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. For example, marketing and sales
managers, a four-digit occupation, consists of the following two six-digit occupations: marketing
managers and sales managers. In this step of the aggregation process, the job skills and
preparation ratings for marketing managers and sales managers are averaged using the
employment in each occupation as the weight. The result of this process was average jobs skills
and preparation ratings for some 480 four-digit occupations that could be matched to the CPS.
Step 3: Because occupational classifications are frequently revised, an additional step was
necessary to match the job skills and preparation ratings to a harmonized occupation coding
scheme that could be used to trace employment and wage trends going back in time. This was
done using the scheme available in the IPUMS-CPS data (OCC2010) that provides a consistent,
long-term classification of occupations based on the 2010 standard occupational classification.
Because of some inconsistencies between the latest CPS occupational codes and the harmonized
occupation coding in OCC2010, additional aggregation and recoding was needed to maximize the
number of occupations with valid skill ratings. For example, job skills and preparation ratings for
advertising and promotions managers, marketing and sales managers, and public relations
managers – three distinct four-digit occupations in the current CPS – were averaged using
employment weights to estimate the ratings for managers in marketing, advertising, and public
relations – a single occupation in the time-consistent OCC2010 classification. The final dataset
with job skills and preparation data from O*NET includes 431 occupations, of which employment
and wage data from the CPS were available for 430 occupations.
Sorting occupations by skill level and job preparation
Simple averages of the ratings for social, analytical and physical skills for the 431 occupations for
which skills and preparation data could be tabulated are used to divide occupations into two
groups, those with average to above average skill ratings and those with below average ratings.
In 2015, the average ratings across all occupations are estimated to be 2.96 for social skills, 2.79
for analytical skills, and 2.66 for physical skills. Occupations with a social-skills rating of 2.96 or
higher (average to above average) are classified as requiring higher levels of social skills. Examples
of such occupations are chief executives and registered nurses. Of the 430 occupations for which
employment and wage data are also available, 206 were determined to require average to above
average levels of social skills. Similarly, occupations with an analytical-skills rating of 2.79 or
higher are classified as requiring higher levels of analytical skills. Numbering 228, this group
includes occupations such as tax preparers. Occupations with a physical-skills rating of 2.66 or
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higher are classified as requiring higher levels of physical skills. There are 218 such occupations,
such as welding, soldering and brazing workers.
It should be noted that an occupation may require higher levels of more than one type of skill. For
example, being a chief executive requires both higher social and higher analytical skills. Among the
206 occupations requiring relatively higher levels of social skills, 180 also require higher levels of
analytical skills. A table available for download provides a complete list of occupations showing
whether or not they require higher levels of any of the three skills.
With respect to job preparation, the average rating across all occupations in 2015 is estimated to
be 2.88. Jobs requiring this average level of preparation typically call for an associate’s degree or a
similar level of vocational training, plus some prior job experience and one or two years of either
formal or informal on-the-job training (e.g., electricians). Occupations with a job preparation
rating of 2.88 or higher are classified as requiring higher levels of job preparation.

Hourly wages
Estimates of hourly wages encompass all workers from whom wage data were collected in the CPS,
whether or not the workers were paid on an hourly basis. For workers who are not paid by the
hour, the hourly wage is calculated as weekly earnings divided by the usual numbers of hours
worked in a week. Wage estimates pertain to a worker’s main job. The CPS collects data on wages
from outgoing rotation groups only, which represent one-quarter of the monthly sample. Selfemployed workers are excluded from this sub-sample. Wages are adjusted for inflation with the
Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS).
Pew Research Center is a nonprofit, tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organization and a subsidiary of The
Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder.
© Pew Research Center, 2016
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