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I 

WHY DO WORKING YOUTH WORK WHERE THEY DO?' 

Stuart Tannock 

Introduction 

Youth in the United States work predominantly in low-end jobs in 
the service sector-often in "dead end jobs" or "MeJobs" located in 
restaurants, malls, retail outlets, warehouses, offices, Dlovie theaters, 
theme parks and so on. Working minors are especially concentrated 
in low-end service work, with over a third finding employment in 
restaurants and grocery stores alone (National Research Council 
1998). Many youth in their late teens and twenties likewise find 
themselves continuing in jobs much the same as those they had while 
in high school. Indeed, low-end service work has become natural­
ized as an extended rite of passage for American youth. Whole scg­
ments of service sector employment are widely stereoryped and easi"· 
identifiable as being appropriately "youth" forms of work. 

Why do working youth work where they do? How did youth 
employment in America come to look the way it does today? In thi, 
article, I point to four key factors. Contemporary youth work in 10\\­
end service jobs because: (l) this is where youth have always worked: 
(2) there has been a broad shift in our society from an industrial to 
a post-industrial economy; (3) structural transformations within the 
low-end service sector have favored the employment of youth; and 
(4) the rise of consumerism and commodification of youth via mass 
adveltising have increased both the supply of and demand for young 
sen~ce sector workers. Consideration of all four of these factors is 
critical for those who would wish to transform and improve what 
are all too often marginalized and e'q,loitative YOUtll working conditions. 

This paper is supported \vith a report from the Young \,\Torker Project. The Young 
\Vorker Project is an eflort to bring together academic researchers, labor and com­
munity organizers, students, youth and educators who are coneerned with improving 
youth work conditions in the San Francisco Bay Area. The Project is housed at the 
Center for Labor Research and Education at the University-of California, Berkeley, 
and is coordinated by Sara Floeks, Nato Green, Warren Mar and Stuart Tannock. 
Sara Flocks; \"Tarren Mar, Nato Green and Robin Gryczman all provided invaluable 
assistance on the writing of this paper. 
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A lrmg his/a')' ofyouth in smice 

One simple answer to the question of why youth today work in low­
end service jobs is that young people have always performed such ~ . 

work. Standard histories of children, youth and work typically con­
, 

struct narratives of radical transformations over the past two cen­
turies. An initially agrarian society-in which children and youth 
worked within household-based production and farming, and young 
men lOok on apprenticeships to learn skilled trades~was funda­
mentally reshaped by the ravages of the industrial revolution in the 
nineteenth century. Youth were pulled into waged employment; craft­
based apprenticeships gave way to the 'mass and brutal reality of 
unskilled child factory labor. Subsequent technological, economic, 
social and political shifts gradually led to the end of the era of chil­
dren working in factories. Over the course of the first half of the 
twentieth century, the spread of child labor laws and compulsory 
education removed more and more youth from the full-time wage 
labor market altogether. During the second half of the twentieth cen­
tury, youth increasingly returned to the wage labor market, only now 
as part-time student workers, who combined formal studies with tem­
porary and seasonal stints in low-end service work. 

Such stories of sweeping change belie an enduring continuity. For 
even at the height of concern with child factory labor at the end of 
the nineteenth century, only a minority of working children were 
ever employed in manufacturing and mining (Nardinelli 1990). The 
large majority of working children worked, as they long had, in agri­
culture and in the service and distributive industries (Kett 1977). 
Nineteenth and early twentieth-century cities, according to historian 
David Nasaw (1985, 48), provided an over-abundance of low-end 
service jobs for child workers: 

[Children] provided city workers and residents with their afternoon
 
and Sunday papers, their gum, candy, pencils, and shiny shoes. They
 
helped out at home with the cooking, cleaning and laundry. They ran
 
errands and made deliveries for neighborhood tradesmen 1 carried mes­

sages for downtown businessmen who could not yet rely on on their
 
customers to have telephones, and did odd jobs for shopkeepers and
 
local manufacturers.
 

In the grand department stores that were born in this era---such as 
l\1acy's and Marshall Fields-fully "one-third of the labor force was 
composed of cash g;rls and cash boys, young children busily involved 
in transporting money and goods between sales clerks, the wrapping 
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desk, and the cashier" (Zelizer 1985, 63). Moreovcr, many of the 
children who worked in manufacturing and mining were in actual­
ity employed there in order to perform service tasks in support of 
adult production workers. For example, in one typical glass factory 
at the end of the nineteenth century, over 40% of the workforce 
were boys. The tasks for which these boys were reponsible, how­
ever, consisted of much the same sort of delivery work such as was 
performed by their peers working as messenger boys and newsies in 
the city streets, or as cash boys and girls in city department stores; 
"'Take-out boys' and 'snapper-ups' carried the blown glass in tongs 
from the blowers to the finishers; the 'carry-in boys' picked it up 
from the finishers and placed it in the cooling ovens to harden" 
(Nasaw 1985, 44). 

In pre-industrial times, young children from poor families were 
frequently "placed out" in wealthier families to serve as maids, seIVants 
and helpers-indeed, domestic service remained the largest employer 
of young women throughout the nineteenth century (Ben-Amos 1995; 
Kett 1977; Nasaw 1985). As was the case in manufacturing settings, 
children and youth who worked in household-based production and 
agriculture typically found themselves performing service and sup­
port tasks (cleaning, carrying, fetching, etc.) for adult kin. While 
apprentices of this period were in theory placed under the control 
of master craftsmen in order to learn a skilled trade, an all too com­
mon complaint from young apprentices was that they were taught 
no skilled trade at all, but were instead expected to perform rote, 
mundane, unskilled and dead-end service and support work (Hine 
1999). (This, of course, is a complaint one hears to this very day 
from youth who take on low-paid or unpaid "internships" in the 
often frustrated hope of learning about and gaining entry to presti­
gious and high paid occupations in media, law, finance, and so forth.) 

In the early twentieth century, child labor laws focused on remov­
ing children from industrial employment, while more enduring and 
traditional forms of youth service and delivery work (exemplified in 
the era by messenger boys and newspaper carriers) continued to be 
considered widely acceptable (Zelizer 1985). The spread of compul­
sory schooling undeniably had an enormous impact on removing 
children from the full-time waged workforce. Yet child and youth 
part-time and seasonal service work continued to be an integral part 
of American society and economy. Thus A. B. Hollingshead (1949, 
267), in Elm/own's Youth, his classic study of the lives of American 
adolescents in the 1940s in the mid-western U.S., could write that; 
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The £Imtown economy has relied upon the labor of boys and girls 
since frontier days. The language is sprinkled \\oith descriptive tenns 
indicative of the roles boys have played in the mines, mills, stores, and 
offices: groccly boys, butcher boys, mine boys, water boys, engine boys, 
barge boys, stable boys, donkey boys, printer's devils, office boys, dray 
boys, ash boys.... The working girls' roles have been limited tradi­
tionally to housemaid, nursemaid, ribbon clerk, office girl, waitress, 
seamstress, and bannaid. 

Hollingshead noted that "Elmtown's economy [had] changed radi­
cally in the last two generations" (p. 267); and that "unions no longer 
allow thirteen- and fourteen-year-old boys in the coal mines, the 
Mill, or tht Foundry" (p. 268). However, Hollingshead also pointed 
out that "there are no union pressures to keep [boys] out of any 
small business, ... nor has the union closed the door to ~rls who 
,...,ish to work in restaurants, stores, and homes" (p. 268). "Today," 
wrote Hollingshead in 1949, "the distributive and service aspects of 
the economy have as much need for adolescent employees as in an 
earlier era, perhaps more" (p. 268). 

Why have working youth and children been consistently concen­
trated in 100-v-end service work? The ans\-ver has less to do with any 

innate capacities (or lack thereof) or affinities that young people have 
for performing service work, and more "ith what Phil Cohen (1999) 
talks of as a labor market system of "patriarchy," and what Diane 
Elson (1982) describes as a labor market system of "seniority." Focusing 
on the issue of child labor, Elson (J982, 479) argues that occupa­
tional hierarchies in society are constructed not just along lines of 
race, gender and class, but also of age: 

Children's labour power is systematically differentiated from the labour 
power of adults working for capitalist enterplises. The most obvious 
and universal differentiation is that children's labour is remunerated 
at a lower rate than that of adults. There is also differentiation within 
the labor process, where children generally have a different status from 
adults-they are 'trainees', 'apprentices', 'casual' or 'temporary' labour­
ers, helpers or 'mates' of adult workers, subject to the authority of 
adult workers, as well as to the owners or managers of the ent~rprise. 

Age hierarchies structure remuneration and status within occupa­
tions, as well as age-based stratification across occupations. The kinds 
of tasks that comprise low-end service work have long been seen as 
1m-v in status, value and skill-and, in fact, unlike even the most 
menial forms of agricultural and industrial labor, as hardly even con­
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stituting "real" '''.'ork. Such tasks, consequently, have historically been 
consigned to those groups VdlO are most disempowcrccl and mar­
ginalized: women; min.oritics, imllligrants, (IS \yell as children and 
youth (Glenn 1992; Macdonald and Sirianni 1996). 

\Vorking youth have becll confined lO low-end service \,·ork ill. 

large part" through their being explicitly cxcluckcl, both institution­
ally and ideologically, fj'om higher \Y(lgc and higher slarus occupations, 
Seniority ru!rs, limited opening"s in apprenticeships and prokssional 
schools, minimum age limitations, and cornpulsory schooling (that 
restricts school age youth to part-time employment) have all been 
llsed by adults (especially \,"hite males) as ways to protect their own 
interests in the labor market and exclude youth frOlll good and sta­
ble 1'>rIllS or employment (Osterman I980i. Prejudicial stereotypes or 
youth as being immature) ignol"{111t, incapable, unstable and unreli­
able have long been ;11\·oked to argue thai youth are fit ror liltle 
more than tbe most rnunclanc, unskilled forms of entry-kyel sCI'Yiec 
work (Tannoek 200 I). Condemning youth to tedious and routine 
service sector jobs has further been justified by popular beliefs in the 
"school of h<lrd knocks" and the yalue and ncecssity or "paying onc':-, 
dues." Evcn the most unpleasant and intolerable forms of' child and 
youth v,"ork havc been constructed as being "character-building" and 
\""tlu<lbk (or the socialization and edllc{1tion or younger gcneration", 
(Greelll)('rgcl" and Steinbcrg 1986: NiCl!\o\'enhuys 108G), The long hi~­
tory of youth in service has produced-and itself been reproduced 
by--a constellation of bclicls and practices that today lead 11l;1I1~ 

ad Hits and youth alike to sce thc eontemp0f<lry concentratio!l of' 
\yorking youth in Imv-end scn'ice work as being natural. ine\"itable 
and altogether unremarkable: for this, after aiL is v,'hat young pcople 
do and ha\"c ah\"avs done, 

P()sl-IJldustrifllisJIJ, NIl/tfltioJl{[1 n/Hwsioll {[ud Ihe rise fl/llu' sludml ll"orker 

To sa~· that there ha\'c been continuities in the liycs of working 
youth through history is not to deny that therc haye simultaneously 
becn radical changes. One or the most significant has bcen caused 
by the broad shift in the United States, oyer the last seycral decades, 
li'om an indllslrial~ mal1uractllring-hased economy to a post-indus­
trial, scn·icc and inf()l"matiol1 economy. \Vhile emploYment numbers , . 
and conditions in America's manufacturing sector ha\"e been eroded 
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through a combination of technological change, managerial restruc­
turing, deunionization, global competition and capital flight, low-end 
service jobs have proliferated almost endlessly. Job categories such 
as cashiers, drivers, security guards and sales clerks continue to be 
predicted by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics to be among the 
largest growing for the foreseeable future. Already, over three quar­
ters of Americans of all ages are employed in the sef\~ce sector, a 
good marty of them in low-end, low-wage jobs (Herzenberg, Alic 
and Wial 1998). In a telling sign of the times, Wal-Mart, which has 
been for several years the largest private employer in the United 
States, passed Exxon Mobil in January 2002 to become the nation's 
largest company. in terms of revenue. 

The shift from an industrial to a post-industrial economy has had 
its primary impact on the lives of working-class and minoriry youth, 
and on youth over the age of seventeen (working minors, after all, 
have rarely been employed in manufacturing, since the passage of 
child labor laws and spread of compulsory secondary education in 
the early twentieth century). Working class and minoriry youth used 
to be able to graduate from or drop out of high school and find 
stable, long-term, relatively well-paying employment in manufactur­
ing, mining, and other resource extraction industries-as well as in 
what was, for many years, an expanding public sector. With the col­
lapse of America's manufacturing base and the freeze or downsiz­
ing of public sector employment (brought about by fiscal crisis and 
the rise of neoliberal ideology), job opportunities for working class 
youth were altered almost beyond recognition (The Forgotten Half I 988; 
Weis 1990). Poverty rates for working youth close to doubled over 
the last two decades (Newman 1999: 42); while in inner-ciry neigh­
borhoods across the country, unemployment rates for minority youth 
soared (Newman 1999; Wilson 1996). 

Stable, well-paying jobs these days are increasingly available pri­
marily for "knowledge workers" (i.e., professionals, administrators, 
technology workers) with advanced levels of training and education. 
High school graduates and dropouts now find themselves, upon leav­
ing school, floundering in what The F01gotten Half (1988, 11), the 
influential report on work, youth and family from the ''\'illiam T. 
Grant Foundation, described as "a sea of part-time, low-paying, lim­
ited-future" sernce-sector jobs-that is, if they are lucky enough to 
get a job at all. Post-industrialism is creating a sociery increasingly 
polarized along the lines of education between the haves and the 
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han'-l1ots: bct""ccn high wage knovdcdgc workers who require high 
len'ls of education. and much larger numbers of 1m,," v,"age so"Vice 
,·,·orkcfs. \\"hose ;tdY<lIlC'cd educational accomplishments or potC'lltial 

arc made largely irrclcyant by the limited educational delnands of 
their jail') (Hal'l"i:-son and Blucstone 1988; Hcrzcnbcrg, Alic and 'Vial 
]gqS; Reich 19~)2). N<.'\\" generations or \\'()rking class youth, sOl11e 

\YOIT)", arc at risk of being locked into a IK\\' "sen"icC' proletariat" 
(Espin,o;-Andersen 19(3), Onl\' those who are aille to continue with 
further education ,,"ill be able to lise their post-secondary credentials 
to .':iccure increased employmcnt opportunities. 

Getting morc education, hO\'\T'v(T~ is precisely what morc and 1110rc 

youth-working elass and micktk rlass alike-arc spending InOIT and 
more or their Iive~ trying 10 do. ]n a society in which higher cdu­

cation is inerC'asingly ~eell as being the o//(r ticket to a middle class 

Ien~1 of liYing, it i.l.; not surprising lhal the U.S, has scen a steady 
;1nd continual illtTease in l)ost-secondilJ"Y education pClrtieipation ri~l<.'S 

ovcr the last century, IndeecL as sociologist D'l.\'id Livingstone (199~): 

argue.",: the United States is homc to an escalating "eduefltional ilrms 

race," as individuals Crom all social backgrounds in\'est in c\'er higher 
len-Is of cducation in the hope or winning cntrance into th,ll dill' 

minority or the country's jobs lhtl1 pay high \'\"age,;, offcr stable 

employment and require colle.Q"e dC,Q;l"ccs, "The popular demand [e)l' 

schooling is not diminishing:' Livingstone (1999, 17) \\Tiles. "on til<' 
eontTal'y, it is extending J'urthel' and further into adulthood:: The 

vast majorily of' youth in this COtlIHry llO\\" spend the years /<1110\\­

ing high school pursuin,Q; (oeeClsiollCllly in spor;ldie filshion") .'>Olllt' kine: 

of IOrlnal or non-formal cclueMion, \rhethel' in G ED progr<lIllS; pri­
yate leehnology. arts, or me-c1ia <leadem1cs: trade or yoeational insti­

tutes; or t\\"o-yeZlJ' or ICHlr-year collegc~, Only a minority of U,S, 

youth en']' oblain Cl bachelor's lor higher) degree: many youth (work­

ing elass and minority, especially.! drop out or higher education \ridl­

out ccuning any type of erecknti<ll \\·hatso<.'n~r; others are able to 

eCirn a credential belO\\" the bachelor degree le"eI and enter into 
,,"hat Norton Grubb (1996) has identified as a ,-as! "sub-baccalau­
l'('<lte l<tbor "m<lrket" in which wages and working eonditiolls some­

times constitute only limitC'd impnWClllents o\'er the entry-level se)yic<.' 

jobs in which youth arc inilially employed. 

Educational exp<ll1sion, spurred by the shift iI'om an industri<ll to 

a posl-industrial society, h<ls had <l tremendous impact on both the 

nature and scope of 'youth work. The \'C'I"Y category of y'oulh itself-­

I 
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which historically has been closely associated with enrollment in for­
mal education, exclusion from the full-time or primary labor market, 
and, consequently, an extended pe1;od of economic semi-dependence 
and legal and social semi-autonomy (Demos 1986; Fasick 1994; 
Griffin \993)-has expanded upwards in its normative age range 
(Cote and Allahar 1994; Wallace and Kovatcheva 1998). Workers 
in their 20s and even early 30s, for example, who might have been 
identified in another era as clearly being "adult" workers, may now 
see themselves (and be seen by others) as being "youth" workers. A 
key factor in this shift has been the rise and proliferation of the 
social category of the "student worker." 'i\'hereas once it was usual 
that youth either went to school or they went into the workforce, 
nowadays in the United States, most youth, whether at the high 
school or post-high school level, combine both schooling and employ­
ment (Greenberger and Steinberg 1986; Horn 1998; U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 200]). An ever expanding segment of the nation's 
workforce, therefore, is made up of (young) individuals who work in 
the low-end sen;ce sector, who identify themselves primarily as stu­
dents rather than as workers, and who orient to their current ser­
\;ce jobs as being temporary (or "youth") places of employment that 
they hope will be left far behind once their programs of study have 
been completed (Tannock 2001; Tannock and Flocks 2002). 

Educational expansion has also shaped where youth are working: 
in the low-end setvice sector. The reason is that students who want 
or need to work must find jobs that they can fit around their school 
schedules-they seek, typically, part-time, temporary, week-end, 
evening, or seasonal employment. As will be described in the following 
section, it is precisely these .lcinds of "irregular" or "nonstandard" 
jobs that have proliferated at an often breath-taking pace over the 
last few decades within the low-end sen,ice and retail industry sec­
tor. Youth, it is important to recognize, do not work in low-end ser­
\;ce jobs just because of an absence of better employment opportunities 
in manufacturing or the public sector; they also work in these jobs 
because of their own presence \'\1.thin institutions of secondary and 
post-secondary education. This, in particular, is the irony of college 
student employment. College students, who \,\Iork to cover r.ising costs 
of tuition, books, rent and personal living expenses, often find them­
selves having to look for employment in exactly the same kinds of 
low-status, low-wage sen;ce sector jobs that they have gone to col­
lege in the first place in order to escape (Tannock and Flocks 2002). 

i 
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TransformatWns in the retail and service industries 

In Dishing it Out: Waitresses and their Unions in the Twentieth Century, 
Dorothy Sue Cobble (1991) recalls an often forgotten history of 
restaurant work in the United States. Waitresses in the U.S. were 
once highly unionized. At their peak in the 1940s and 1950s, wait­
ress unions represented one-quarter of restaurant waitstaff nationally, 
and as much as 70, 80 and even 90 per cent of waitresses in cities 
such as Seattle, San Francisco, Detroit, New York and Butte, Montana. 
Unionized waitresses saw themselves as skilled craftswomen, devel­
oped a strong occupational craft consciousness, and fought collec­
tively to transfonn their work into a steady, respectable, rewarding, 
well-paid and career fonn of employment. 

Despite considerable strength and success, however, the waitress 
unions, by the beginning of the 1980s, had all but disappeared. 
"Granny unionists" and full-time: career waitresses were increasingly 
being forced aside by waves upon waves of young, temporary, part­
time, and often student workers: 

Part-time and temporary waitresses had always been a significant src­
tor of the trade but definitely a minority faction. In the postwar era~ 
the retail food industry became a primary employer of part-timer$~ 

teenagers; college students, married mothers, and multiple job-holders 
or "moonlighters" flooded into the new part·time job openings. In 
1940, 21 percent of female servers were part-time; thirty years later 
the figure had skyrocketed to 63 percent. The rise of male part-timers 
was just as phenomenal: from roughly one in ten in 1940 to a major­
ity of the trade by 1970.... By 1980, the Department of Labor esti­
mated that only one-fifth of food setvice workers were employed 
year-round and full-time, the lowest of any occupational category except 
private household. The average age of food servers dropped as well 
as employers tumed to teenage and student help. (Cobble 1991, 195) 

The waitress unions, with their highly developed sense of craft con­
sciousness and occupational solidarity, had a difficult time connecting 
,,~th the new generations of workers who were spilling into the 
nation's restaurants. Few of these young workers, writes Cobble (1991, 
196), "saw their primary commitment as being to the culinary work­
place; their interests and identity resided elsewhere. They considered 
themselves actresses or students or some other label-but not food 
servers. Waiting, said one, 'is like the way station of life. You can't 
have your dream now, so you work in a restaurant.'" 
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The story of radical labor market transformation that Cobble tells 
is not unique to the restaurant industry. Similar accounts have been 
produced, for example, for the department store and retail clothing 
sector (Benson 1986; Bernhardt 1999; Noyelle 1987); and for the 
grocery trade (Hughes 1999; Mayo 1993; Walsh 1993). What hap­
pened to cause such transformations? In part, labor market shifts 
were the simple result of the rapid expansion of many service indus­
tries during the post-war period-an expansion brought about by 
increasing prosperity, rising consumerism, and a "self-fulfilling cycle" 
in which the mass entrance of women into the labor force led to 
the spreading commodification of services that had previously been 
provided hy housewives within the home (Macdonald and Sirianni 
1996, 2). Finding it difficult to fill burgeoning job openings, service 
employers turned to exploit a new, massive, cbeap and largely 
untapped source of labor: teenagers and students (Marquardt 1998; 
Reiter 1991). Tbe explosion of fastfood and other franchise indus­
tries in tbe 1960s and 1970s bappened to coincide, fortuitously from 
employers' point of view, with the baby-boom expansion of the 
teenaged population in tbe United States, so that there were more 
teenagers in the country than there ever had been in history (Luxenberg 
1985; Schlosser 2001). 

Structural shifts within restaurant, retail and service industries facil­
itated the move from a workforce dominated by skilled, career crafts­
men and craftswomen to one based upon young, temporary, minimally 
trained and minimum wage workers. Regional and national chains 
and franchises, building their empires on cheap, fast and no-frills 
service, swept through a sector that had once been made up largely 
of small, local and independent proprietorships (Luxenberg 1985). 
"In 1931," writes Cobble (1991, 193), "fewer than 3 percent of the 
nation's restaurants were chain-operated; in the 1980s, McDonald's 
alone accounted for 17 percent of all restaurant visits." In their 
search for greater efficiency and reduced production costs, the chains 
turned to increased automation and routinization (Leidner 1993; Ritzer 
1996); to the mass employment of cheap teenaged labor (whose low 
wages could be subsidized by parental earnings); and to what Nona 
Glazer (1993) calls "work transfer," that is, the shift from a full-ser­
vice to a self-service retail model. From grocery stores to gas sta­
tions, department stores to restaurants, customers were increasingly 
asked to help then:'selves, while tbe core tasks for which service work­
ers were held responsible were whittled down to a mundane core of 
stocking, cleaning, machine-tending, script-following and cashiering. 

,
., 
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Low end service industries moved geographically during the post­
\'var era, from city centers to the suburbs where the bulk of the 
nation's white, middle-class consumers were 110"- living (Luxenberg 
1985). This sllbllrbanizatioll of service work had a considerable impact 
all one of the more ,,,-iddy noted characteristics of youth (specifically 
teenage) employment in the United States: unlike in many other 
countries, in the U.S., middle class teenagers arc more likely to work 
than poor teenagers (Greenberger and Steinberg 1986). One direct 
cause of this is diflcl'cl1lial access to employmellt (Boyclcn~ Ling and 
Myers 1998). J'vIiddle class teenagers work in the low end service 
seclor in 'part because Imy end service jobs have come to them. The 
restaurants, retail outlets, supermarkets and movie theaters in ,'\,"hich 
thesc youth find employment arc close to their homes, in thcir neigh­
borhoods J and actjaccnt to their high school and college campuses. 

Expanded work hours also had a pi\-oral cffect on the service sec­
tor v,"orkforcc. \Vhere'as retail had oncc becn organized as a I\10nday 
to Friday (or Saturday) and 9 to 5 business, ,consumer demand and 
the large-scale entrancc or women into thc workforcc (that made day 
shopping more inaccessible for many \\"omen) pushed thc industry 
increasingly toward a seven day a week; round the clock schedule 
(J'vfacdonald and Sirianni 1996: Walsh 1993). Expanded work hou,-' led 
employcrs to turn to tcenagers and students to f1.11 irregular <.'H'ning" 
and 'H'ekcnd 'York shifts. Expanded work hours weJ'e also Ol1e or thl' 
critical ""cdges that initially sparked the gro""tb of' part-lime job" ill 
the retail sector (Till>"' 1996). Once employers began using part-Linlcr~ 

en masse to staff irregular ,,"ork shifts, they quickly became ;1\ya1'(, 
that switching entirely ii·om a Cull-time to a part-time workforce could 
bring considerable cost savings"-both through reduced wage and 
benefit packages, and through nc\\" "lean and mean'- just-in-time 
scheduling practices th,lt minimized shift lengths and staggered shifl 
starting points throughout the day in an eHort to squeeze ont eveTy 
last minute of "exeess" staffing time (Tilly 1996). The ensuing part ­
time ITyohltion transformed Korking conditions for all workers in 
the 1m\" end sen"ice industry; it also shined the vcry make-up of the 
seryice ""orkforee, by favoring the empluymcnt or youth (and other 
groups) who were willing and able to ""ork only part-time hours. 

That scrdce sector employers were able to make such dramatic 
changes in their labor process-changes which led to the steady dete­
rioration of working conditions for their employees-,Yas a prodnct 
of seyeral broader factors. The collapse of high wage manufaetur­
lng In thc U.S" meant that selyice employers faced little competition 

I 
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II 
in securing their workforce. Educational expansion created a bal­II 

:r looning population of secondary and post-secondary students who 
Ii were willing and eager to take on part-time jobs and see themselves 
I,: as only temporary service workers. The long history of assigning 

youth to menial service tasks-in other words, the pre-existing ageist, 
patriarchal or seniority-based structure of work discussed earlier­
provided service employers with a widely accepted set of practices 
and ideologies with which they could expand and entrench a ghet­
toized youth labor market. 

By the start of the twenty-first century, many low end service 
employers were deliberately constructing all of the jobs they offered 
as being explicitly youth jobs-even when these jobs were being held 

i: by indiv;duals who were no longer teenagers and no longer in school 

1: 
, 

(Klein 1999). When a group of Borders Books and Music Store 
employees, most of whom were in their 20s, tried to unionize with 
the UFCW during the late 1990's, for example, their employer sent 
out the following response in its monthly newsletter: 

'''Te have highly educated employees who consider themselves 'profes­
sionals,' but who are in reality working at an early level retail job. 
Ultimately, each person must make a choice within the modalities of 
the possible. If you desire an enjoyable job while you figure out what 
to do with your life, this is a good place to be. But if you try to make 
a career path out of something which can never be a well-paying job, 
you ~':ill be up against an impossible task because of all of the eco­

i, 
nomic constraints in the retail industry. (quoted in Slaughter 1997, 3) 

As Naomi Klein (1999, 232-233) writes, service sector workers are 
increasingly being treated as if they are not "real" workers and as 
if the jobs they hold are no more than "hobby" jobs: "Most of the 
large employers in the service sector manage their workforce as if 
their clerks didn't depend on their paychecks for anything essential, 
such as rent or child support. Instead, retail and service employers 
tend to view their employees as children: students looking for sum­
mer jobs, spending money or a quick stopover on the road to a 
more fulfilling and better-paying career. ... Never mind that the ser­
vice sector is now filled with workers \vho have multiple university 
degrees, immigrants unable to find manufacturing jobs, laid-off nurses 
and teachers, and downsized middle managers. Never mind, too, 
that the students who do work in retail and fast food-as many of 
them do-are facing higher tuition costs, less financial assistance from 
parents and gove~nment and more years in school." 
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Consumerism alld tlte Commodifimlion of Youth 

The lii'/I!;o \. S/adJllcks and BIr)(kbllsler rinks /n~l' llil'lr /II/dimll.\" q/ khakis {/lui 
wllitl' or blue sltir!s at /he GajJ: I!le "Hi! 'j"e/collle 10 IIII' GajJ.''' greetillg c!w£'r is 
jilf/cd /~l' Starbucks double ('.Ij}}"('s,ms: lire rf.HII1U'S Ihal got t!lelll tlu' jobs waf 

de.'>iglll'd a/ llillko '.\" Oil ji'iel/d{J' ..\l(1(s. ill j 2-j)(Jilll Heltetim 011 Jlicmst!!; 'j'on/. 
TI,(' fmo/).\" .\'1101(' 11/) .fin" "(('or!.. slJlel/ilig (!f Cll' all(, (('.\:(ejJI (I{ ,S~(Ir1J11rkr. 1dU'f(' 
m/oglu's alld /mjifllil's are !houghl to ((Jlllju'lc /(J/Ill lite "roma/lt(' Ql r4Ji'('" amll/a). 

theirf(((('s.Fesh(r srmIJbl'r/ l{"ir/, B(}((r .)'/10/) BIII(' (;01"11 JJask. hqnrl' !nrtlJlg ajJar/­
/w/lls Jill"lIishl'd It'illi 1/."('(/ .ft(ras.w'IIIh/l'd /)(}o!tm,l"('s al/(/ ((!illY' {a/;/t.1. 

- Naomi Klein (1999) No Logo 

There is a strong sense or circularity in much youth employmcnt) 
particularl~" in the retail sector. 'Youth often seem to \''lork whefe 
they shop and shop where lIw)" work, T'hcir paltry \""ages seem to 
cyde back incscapably lo their employers through their endless pur­
eh<1sc of O\'Crprieed conSUm(T goods th<lt thcy themselves arc hired 
to market and 1110\'C, Dressed ill lhe S(\llle types of clothing they arc. 
selling, and ealing the saille kinds of {()od they arc servil1K the Iincs 
bet\yeen consurnel' and \yorker in the li\'es of contemporary youth 
llTCluently secm to blur. 

Such circularity in YOllth employment, or coursc, is anything btll 
accidcntaL The spread or mass eonsuillcrism ill post-war Americ'l 
anel the rampant frtishiz<ltion and cOl11moelitication of youth in lll<l"" 

(\ckenising has created all apparcntly enelkss demand /()l' ;li1d :-.up­
ply of young se)yice scctor \\"orkers, SCIyice sector employer" hin' 
young workers bccause youth is whnl sells their prodllCl- - indeed. 
youth often is the real product that is being solei. \\"l1ctl1el' a l)t\"i­
ness is ostensibly hawking jeans or I-shirts. sneakers or sllowbo<lnls. 
soft drinks or CDs (Giroux 1997: Klein J9~)91. Retail and load SlT­

Yice companies routinely exploit the sexuality of' young \Yorkcr,s 
/\\'OIllCIl especially) in order to attract ClislOlll(TS and incrcase sale;;;, 
?\lorc gcncrally: employers 5t'afT their stores b~' hiring young \York­
ers who ha\T the right "look" --they screen: in their recruitment and 
hiring process, [or an appearance. attitude anel demeanor that is 
strongly age, g-C'nder~ race and class based. 

As the distinetion for sen"iee sector employers \'l\nishes bet\\"('en 
ad\Trtising ~·outh and hiring youth, ~'Ollllg \\"orkers find themseh-cs 
litcrally Ix'eoming \\"alking, talking billboards (Klein 199+), Abercrombie 
cmd Fitch, a national clothing ehain thal is hea\'ily orient'cd to the 
YOllth consumer market. reprc.'icnts an extreme example or rhe gell­
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eral trend. The company nO longer hires cashiers or clerks but instead 
refers to its young employees as "brand representatives": 

Exhibiting the "A&F Look" is a tremendously important part of the 
overall experience at the Abercrombie & Fitch Stores. ''''e are selling 
an experience for our customer; an energized store environment cre­
ates an atmosphere that people want to experience again and again. 
The combination of OUf Brand Representatives' style and our Stores' 
Visua,l Presentation has brought brand recognition across the country. 
Our people in the store are an inspiration to the customer. The cus­
tomer sees the natural Abercrombie style and wants to be like the 
Brand Representative. Brand Representatives will do just what 
the title suggests: represent the Abercrombie brand to the customer. 
Our Brand is natural, classic and current, with an emphasis on style. 
This is what a Brand Representative must be; this is what a Brand 
Representative must present in order to fulfill the conditions of 
employment. (Abercrombie wok Book: Guideli,us fir Braud Representatives of 
Abem-ombie & Fitch, boldface in original) 

Abercrombie & Fitch, writes a young college student (White 1997), 
"entices us into their store with employees who are our peers. In 
fact, our peers have been scouted-probably on campus-and cho­
sen to sell an image back to us. College students are the featured 
models in the huge posters adorning the walls of the shop, and we 
flock to Abercrombie in large numbers to get a piece of the look 
for ourselves." Another college student-and Abercrombie & Fitch 
employee-describes the outlet where he works: "Every Brand Rep 
is betwe~n the age of 18 and 23, attractive, slender and always 
dressed well. Abercrombie imposes extremely strict rules concerning 
the physical appearance of their Brand Reps. Although nowhere is 
it written on paper, few will disagree that 'good looks' are an essen­
tial attribute to possess in order to be employed. In fact, there are 
countless rumors of managers being confronted by people higher in 
management because their store employees are not 'adequately attrac­
tive'" (Cavenay 2000). 

If service sector employers hire young workers because it helps 
them build a preferred image and sell their particular product, young 
v.'orkers, likewise, often seek out certain retail and service jobs over 
others because of their desire to be associated ,,~th an idealized com­
pany image (or logo) and, more materially, because of their interest 
in obtaining price reductions and give-aways on much sought after 
brands of clothing and other heavily marketed commodities. While 
preferences vary by time, place and peer group, youth in any neigh­
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bOThoad in the country can tell you v.'hat are "cool" and "uneDal" 
places for local youth to ,,,·ork-working at Starbucks and Banana 
Republic may be "in"· lor the moment, while jobs at t\1cDonald's 
and Target may be decidedly "out" (Johnson 2001; Newman 1999). 
Employers such as The Gap commonly find that they arc able to 
attract young \yorkers even in a tight labor markel, and even with­
out raIsing wage offers much aboH' the legal minimum, by holding 
out the seemingly irresistible lure or promised clothing discounts 
(Rculcrs/CBS 2000). 

The link between youth consumerism and youth employment has 
sometimes been singled out for censure as a telling indictment of 
the state of youth in the contemporalY U.S. Young people work, 
some \.vorry, for no hetter rca~on than to feed their ravenous appetites 
for expensive, luxury consumer items that they don't really need; 
youth employment, some fear, has beeome, by the stal1 of the twenty­
first century, closely linke-d with grO\\'ing materialism) self-indulgence 
and frivolity among the- nation's younger generations (sec, for exam­
ple, Greenberger and Steinherg 1986). It is critically important 10 

put concerns about youth consumerism in proper perspcctive---f(:>l' 
otherwise, these kinds of sentiments lead all too easily to youth bash­
ing and the production of' inaccurate 'll1d u1ljust youth stereotypes. 
As Mike Males (1999) points out. consumerism is by no means" 
specifically youth pheI10111e-non. It is all too common for soci,,] com­
mentators to sound the alarm O\'er grO\.dng youth COllsl1111crism ",bile 
completely ignoring an ('veIl larger growth in adult consumerism.. -\:-. 
Males (I 999, 274) reminds us: 

Adnlts. indudillg parel1ls and tcae-hers, spend $5 tJiliion per ye-ar all per­

sonal consumption, includinR $100 billion on akobol and tobacco. ~40
 

billion all jnveh)', $+5 billion on spons supplics, and $90 billion all
 

video and alldio prOdllC(S (inr!udillg 600 million "adult moyic" rentals).
 
,A..mcrican adtdts spend thre-c rimcs morc ($300 billion per yCllr) all clothcs
 
and acccssories Ihan 011 their O\\'n edllcatioll. Ame-rican adult!') gambk
 
half a trillion dollars per ye-ar. all amount e-qual to the total national~
 

state, and local spe-nding on all primary, serollctuy. and bigher edu­

cation. '''herr's th(" liberal tOllgue--ducking 011 Ihat "moral barometer"?
 

Youth consumerism, fUl1hermore, is deliberately manufactured and 
manipulated by an enormous, adult-lcd. round-the-cloe-k army of 
ad\'crtisel's, marke-ting consultants and youth researchers (Klein 1999; 
PBS Frontline 2001). "Teens arc exploited," as Cynthia Peters (2001) 
puts it suceinctly~ "from both dire-ct!ons in the retail world-as cheap 

I 
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labor and as a demographic to be analyzed, probed and minutely 
nurtured as consumers. When they're not working the cash register 
as an employee, we seem to expect them to be working it from the 
other end-purchasing a steady flow of brand name goods that keep 
marketers drooling over the current teen baby boom." 

The stereotype of the youth worker in discussions of youth employ­
ment and consumerism, finally, tends to be an image of a middle­
class fifteen or sixteen year old, still living at home, getting his or 
her first experience in the workforce, earning some extra pocket 
money, and having no "real" financial needs (Tannock and Flocks 
2002). As I have written elsewhere, this "stereotype of the affluent, 
middle-class teenage worker obscures the fact that, in the United 
States, there is a sizable group of teenage workers from working­
class and poor family backgrounds whose minimum wage earnings 
constitute critical financial supplements to the well-being of their 
parental families and households" (Tannock 200 I, 2-3). The stereo­

i' type of the middle-class, fifteen or sixteen year old worker also 
I,
 
I obscures the fact that most of the workers who we would think of
 

today as being "youth" workers are actually in their late teens and 
twenties. These youth are often working to pay rent, cover college 
tuition, meet personal expenses, help out their parents and support 
their children (Tannock and' Flocks 2002). In other words, while they 
may be drowning in consumerism like the rest of us, most young 
workers undeniably have serious financial concerns that drive them 

1< to seek employment under the limited circumstances available to 
I, youth and young adults in the contemporary U.S. r 
i,
!: ~ Conclusion 

Improving the generally poor working conditions of young workers 
in the low end service sector is critically important-not just for the 
interests of youth, but for adult workers as well. Employers have a 
long history of exploiting divisions within the workforce, along the 
lines of race, ethnicity, gender, as well as age. '!\Then selvice sector 
employers decide that they prefer to hire youth because they feel 
that they can pay them less, work them harder or exploit their youth­
ful appearance, adult and youth workers alike suffer: indeed, adult 
workers may find themselves being displaced and put out of work 
by an exploited teen and youth workforce. The easy access of low 
end sef\~ce employers to large, cheap and disposable pools of stu­
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dent workers exerts industry-wide downward pressure on wages and 
working conditions. 

Improving working conditions for working youth-and by exten­
sion, for all workers throughout the low end service sector----Yequires, 
however, a robust understanding of why working youth work where 
they do. Too often we seek answers to this question in narrow, uni­
dimensional and localized fashion-at worst, we hear social com­
mentators invoke internalized, psychologistic factors that reproduce 
prejudicial stereotypes of youth and function to hold youth respon­
sihle for'their own workplace and labor market difficulties (Tannock 
200 I). What I have sought to demonstrate in this brief discussion is 
that addressing the position of youth in the workforce requires an 
approach that is at once historical and global. Issues that need to 
considered by educators, policy makers, youth and labor activists 
when thinking about working youth include: the changing conditions 
within the ser\~ce sector workplace itself; the struggles and transfor­
mations that are occurring within the manufacturing sector; the 
besieged and constricted state of public sector employment; the explo­
sive growth of educational participation rates across the U.S. population; 
the spread of mass consumerism and advertising; as well as the age­
old phenomenon of age-based discrimination in the workplace. 
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