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The U.S. economy has faced numerous changes 
in recent decades, including the increased use 
of technology in the workplace, the decline of 
organized labor and unionization, the polariza-
tion of job quality, as well as the utilization of 
nonstandard employment relationships (Claw-
son and Clawson 1999; Hyman 2018; Kalleberg 
2000, 2009, 2011; Smith 1997). Indeed, millions 
of workers in the United States now labor in 
part- time and temporary positions (Bureau of 
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Labor Statistics 2018a, 2018b; Katz and Krueger 
2016). In response, a significant body of schol-
arship has emerged to understand the underly-
ing forces that drive the prevalence and use of 
nonstandard labor (Autor 2003; Kalleberg, 
Reynolds, and Marsden 2003). Researchers 
have also examined the consequences of non-
standard labor for workers’ material and sub-
jective well- being as well as their career trajec-
tories (Epstein et al. 1999; Kalleberg, Reskin, 
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and Hudson 2000; Pedulla 2016). This research 
has provided valuable insights into the causes 
and consequences of nonstandard employ-
ment in the United States and beyond.

Limited scholarship, however, has investi-
gated the ways that the prevalence of nonstan-
dard employment relations shape the job 
search process. Yet, given that these positions 
occupy a large role in the economy, interesting 
questions emerge about who applies for these 
jobs and the methods used to find nonstandard 
employment. Additionally, questions arise 
about how workers perceive the quality of the 
nonstandard positions to which they apply and 
why they might submit applications for these 
types of positions. In this article, we address 
four sets of issues at the nexus of nonstandard 
employment and the job search process.

The first set of questions centers on the ap-
plication pools to which job seekers submit ap-
plications. Scholars have found compelling ev-
idence of racial and ethnic, gender, age, and 
other sociodemographic differences in the 
workers who actually labor in nonstandard em-
ployment positions (Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2018b; Katz and Krueger 2016). Yet we have lim-
ited information about whether workers from 
different sociodemographic backgrounds are 
more likely to apply for part- time and tempo-
rary positions. It is possible that these groups 
of workers are more likely to be in nonstandard 
jobs due to the positions for which they receive 
job offers rather than due to the positions for 
which they actually submit applications. Thus, 
this article explores sociodemographic differ-
ences in the employment relationships of the 
job openings to which job seekers submit ap-
plications.

Additionally, we ask whether job seekers’ ap-
plication pools focus on one employment rela-
tion type—full  time, standard, or nonstan-
dard—or whether their application pools are 
better characterized by a mixed status, whereby 
a single job seeker applies for multiple job 
types. Specifically, we ask whether job seekers 
apply for full- time, standard positions, and 
nonstandard positions simultaneously. It is 
possible that during the search for work, indi-
viduals know what type of job they want and 
search entirely for jobs that have a single type 
of employment relationship. However, given 

the prevalence of nonstandard employment, 
job seekers’ application pools may in fact be 
more complex.

Second, we probe the search methods that 
are used during the job search process and how 
these relate to applications for nonstandard po-
sitions. The search methods—network- based, 
informal methods versus formal methods, for 
example—may differ between applications to 
standard and nonstandard positions. Perhaps 
workers are more likely to rely on family, 
friends, and acquaintances to find out about 
nonstandard positions but use the internet and 
other formal sources to learn about full- time, 
standard jobs. Understanding these issues will 
assist in better conceptualizing the matching 
process between workers and job openings in 
the labor market, where nonstandard jobs 
make up a significant share of the available po-
sitions.

Third, we examine how job seekers perceive 
the quality of the nonstandard positions to 
which they apply. Part- time and temporary jobs 
tend to be of lower quality. On average, they of-
fer lower wages and are less likely to provide 
health and pension benefits than full- time, 
standard positions (Kalleberg, Reskin, and 
Hudson 2000), although variation in these po-
sitions is significant. Yet we know little about 
how job seekers perceive the quality of the non-
standard jobs to which they are submitting ap-
plications. Thus, we examine whether job seek-
ers perceive nonstandard jobs to which they 
submit applications as being beneath their skill 
level, an important component of job quality.

Finally, we ask whether applying for non-
standard jobs may be a way for workers to get 
a toehold in the labor market. It is possible that 
employers are less stringent about their re-
quirements for hiring for nonstandard posi-
tions and, thus, workers may be more likely to 
receive job offers for positions that are part 
time or temporary than they would be for full- 
time, permanent, standard jobs. If job seekers 
are more likely both to receive job offers from 
nonstandard positions and to perceive these 
jobs as beneath their skill level, an important 
trade- off emerges for job seekers: getting a job 
versus using their skills.

To date, many of these issues have been 
largely absent from conversations on nonstan-



1 3 2  c H a n g I n g  j o b  q u a l I t y

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

1. The rise of part- time employment over the past thirty years has been limited, although rates of involuntary 
part- time work did increase during the Great Recession (Dunn 2018). And, though Temporary Help Agency (THA) 
employment has remained relatively stable since the mid- 1990s, THA employment increased significantly be-
tween the late 1970s and mid- 1990s (Autor 2003; Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018b).

dard employment relationships. This gap in the 
literature is due in part to data limitations. Ad-
dressing these topics requires having detailed 
information about whether the individual ap-
plications submitted by job seekers are for stan-
dard or nonstandard jobs. Surveys with in-
formation about the applications submitted  
by individual job seekers are limited and even 
fewer collect information about the employ-
ment relationship that corresponds to the jobs 
to which the individual applied. We draw on an 
original data set that contains this information 
to address these issues.

the Job se arCh proCess and 
nonstandard work
A significant body of scholarship has pointed 
to the many changes that have occurred in the 
U.S. economy over the past decades. Often re-
ferred to as the “new economy,” researchers 
note how the economic landscape in the con-
temporary United States is generally character-
ized by the relative decline of manufacturing 
jobs and the rise of service- sector jobs, the in-
creased use of technology in the workplace, the 
outsourcing of production, the globalization of 
trade, the polarization of job quality, and the 
rise and prevalence of nonstandard employ-
ment relationships (Autor 2003; Hollister 2011; 
Kalleberg 2000; Smith 1997; Wright and Dwyer 
2003; Clawson and Clawson 1999; Kim and 
Sakamoto 2008). This final aspect of the “new 
economy” is our central focus. Despite ques-
tions about the extent of the rise of nonstan-
dard work (Bernhardt 2014)—such as part- time 
and temporary agency employment—we know 
that millions of workers work in such positions 
in the United States (Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2018a; Katz and Krueger 2016), making our un-
derstanding of how these types of positions in-
tersect with job searching important.

Before moving on to the ways that nonstan-
dard employment relationships may shape  
the job search process, it is useful to define 
what we mean by nonstandard employment. 
Throughout this article, we focus on two types 

of nonstandard work: part- time work and tem-
porary employment.1 Part- time work is the 
most common type of nonstandard employ-
ment and refers to individuals who work fewer 
than thirty- five hours per week (Kalleberg 
2000). Roughly 17 percent of the U.S. labor force 
is in a part- time position (Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics 2018a). Among those in part- time posi-
tions, approximately a quarter are involuntarily 
working part time, preferring a full- time posi-
tion. Part- time employment shows some occu-
pation and industry variation. Individuals in 
service, sales, and office occupations as well as 
those in the wholesale and retail trade and hos-
pitality and leisure industries are more likely 
to be in part- time positions (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2018c, 2018d).

By contrast, temporary employment has to 
do with the time horizon for an individual’s em-
ployment, rather than the number of hours 
that they work per week. Thus, temporary em-
ployment can be full time or part time. It can 
also be structured in multiple ways. One com-
mon type of temporary work is Temporary Help 
Agency (THA) employment, when the worker is 
on the payroll of one company (the temp 
agency) but performs their daily work at an-
other company. Importantly, the THA is also 
the legal employer of the temp worker (Autor 
2003). Among THA workers, 46 percent would 
prefer a permanent position, indicating that a 
significant proportion of THA workers are in-
voluntarily in those positions (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2018b). Not all temporary workers, 
however, are employed by temp agencies. Com-
panies can hire workers directly on a temporary 
basis with the mutual understanding that the 
worker’s involvement at the company will be 
discontinued at some point in the future.

An important feature of some temporary po-
sitions—both agency based and those that are 
directly through companies—is that these posi-
tions can sometimes become permanent. Ac-
cording to a study by the American Staffing As-
sociation, roughly half of temporary workers 
perceived temping as a pathway to permanent 
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2. It is unclear exactly how applications for independent contracting positions would be captured with our data 
collection strategy, given that an individual who is an independent contractor generally bids to work on a project 
rather than applying for a job in the sense that we are considering here. Other types of nonstandard employ-
ment—such as on- call work—were not included in the item on the survey instrument asking about the employ-
ment relationship of the position for which the job seeker applied. The item asked only whether a position was 
full time, part time, temporary that has the possibility to become permanent, or temporary that is unlikely to 
become permanent.

employment. They also find that roughly one- 
third of temporary workers end up receiving an 
offer for a permanent position from the em-
ployer for which they temped (American Staff-
ing Association 2017). In our analysis, we dis-
tinguish between temporary positions that are 
unlikely to become permanent and those that 
have the potential to become permanent.

It is important to note that our analysis does 
not cover applications for all types of nonstan-
dard employment. For example, we do not have 
information about whether applications were 
submitted for on- call jobs, “gig” work, or inde-
pendent contracting positions.2 Yet, we are able 
to examine two key types of nonstandard work: 
part- time employment and temporary employ-
ment. Next, we move on to thinking about how 
the job search process may be shaped by these 
positions in the economy. To begin, we discuss 
how key sociodemographic characteristics of 
workers may shape the types of jobs to which 
they apply.

The Sociodemographic Concentration of 
Nonstandard Work
Research documenting the ways that nonstan-
dard work is unevenly distributed across the 
population is significant. Women, for example, 
are much more likely than men to work part 
time, particularly among prime- age workers. 
More than 70 percent of part- time workers be-
tween the ages of twenty- five and fifty- four in 
the United States are women (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2018a). Historically, part- time work 
was largely seen as a way for women to balance 
paid employment with their disproportionate 
role in childcare and housework (Kalleberg 
2000; Tilly 1992; Epstein et al. 1999). And, al-
though the gender gap in part- time work has 
declined over time, it remains pronounced. The 
gender gap for THA employment, by contrast, 
is limited (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018b; 
Katz and Krueger 2016).

In terms of part- time work—particularly in-
voluntary part- time work—there are also racial 
disparities. Among prime- age workers in part- 
time positions, black men and black women are 
more likely than white men and white women, 
respectively, to involuntarily be working part 
time (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018a). Racial 
disparities are also significant in temporary 
agency employment, African Americans being 
three times as likely and Hispanic workers 
nearly twice as likely as whites to work through 
a temp agency (Katz and Krueger 2016). Thus, 
in general, workers of color are more likely to 
be involuntarily working part time and em-
ployed through temporary help agencies.

Age also structures workers’ experiences of 
nonstandard employment. Despite similar 
overall rates of part- time work for individuals 
of different ages, differences are significant in 
terms of whether they are working part  time 
voluntarily or involuntarily. Among part- time 
workers, prime- age workers (twenty- five to fifty- 
four- year- olds) are more likely to involuntarily 
work part time and less likely to voluntarily 
work part time than both younger and older 
workers (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018a). Ad-
ditionally, workers between twenty and twenty- 
four are relatively more likely to be working 
through temporary help agencies (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2018b). However, older workers 
are only slightly more likely to be in THA posi-
tions than mid- career individuals (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2018b).

Estimates also indicate that education mat-
ters in determining who labors in nonstandard 
positions. Insofar as nonstandard positions are 
less desirable, workers with more education 
may be able to avoid these types of employment 
relationships (Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 
2000). Indeed, evidence is significant that work-
ers with a bachelor’s degree or higher are less 
likely to be in THA positions (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2018b). Nonetheless, at least for vol-
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untary part- time work, variation by educational 
attainment is limited (Dunn 2018). The gender 
gap in part- time work, however, persists across 
all levels of education (Dunn 2018).

Some of these patterns are likely stronger 
among intersections of social positions. For ex-
ample, women’s employment is more likely 
than men’s to “sag” during the transition to 
marriage and family formation (Goldin and 
Mitchell 2017). Additionally, women are more 
likely than men to work part time, due in part 
to the gendered demands of caretaking and 
household labor (Kalleberg 2000; Epstein et al. 
1999). Married women may therefore be par-
ticularly likely to apply for part- time positions. 
Additionally, race and gender may intersect to 
produce divergent likelihoods of applying for 
nonstandard positions (Browne and Misra 
2003). Thus, we also examine whether intersec-
tional patterns exist among the applications 
submitted by job seekers.

Many of these findings are based on survey-
ing job incumbents about their positions. In 
other words, the estimates are drawn from the 
workers who actually labor in these positions. 
Outstanding questions exist, however, about 
whether workers differentially apply for non-
standard positions along the same sociodemo-
graphic axes as they work in those positions. 
We might imagine that the association between 
one’s demographic group and the types of jobs 
one applies to would be strongest among work-
ers who voluntarily work in those positions. By 
contrast, we may expect a weaker correlation 
between demographic characteristics and ap-
plication type among groups who are involun-
tarily in those positions. Regardless, if we see 
differences between the types of workers who 
apply for nonstandard positions and the types 
of workers who are incumbents in nonstandard 
positions, it may point to processes on the de-
mand side of the labor market that are allocat-
ing workers to different types of employment 
relationships.

Job Searching in the New Economy
Given the prevalence of nonstandard positions 
in the economy and the large proportion of 
workers who are in these positions, workers’ 
job searches necessarily include these types of 
jobs. To date, however, little research has docu-

mented how the job search process is influ-
enced by nonstandard positions. One aim of 
this article is to document the ways that part- 
time and temporary positions are involved in 
shaping the structure of job seekers’ applica-
tion pools as well as the processes by which 
they find employment.

In terms of the structure of individuals’ ap-
plication pools, two entirely different types of 
job seekers are possible: those who apply solely 
for full- time, standard positions and those who 
apply solely for nonstandard positions. It is 
easy to imagine a worker who knows that they 
are looking for a full- time, permanent job and, 
thus, discards any job postings or job leads 
that are not for a full- time, permanent posi-
tion. Similarly, it would not be surprising if a 
job seeker who was solely looking for part- time 
jobs to assist with balancing various work and 
nonwork demand—such as caring for a child 
or elderly parent—limited their search to part- 
time positions.

It is also possible, however, that many job 
seekers’ goals and preferences are less clear 
cut. They may be open to different types of po-
sitions—including nonstandard jobs—or they 
may at least not screen out nonstandard posi-
tions if they appear to be a reasonable fit on 
other dimensions (such as occupation or loca-
tion). If this is the case, then the structure of 
job seekers’ application pools may be mixed, 
whereby they submit applications for multiple 
types of positions—both full- time, standard po-
sitions and nonstandard positions—at the 
same time. As a descriptive exercise, it is inter-
esting to see which type of search most accu-
rately reflects reality.

If, indeed, some individual workers are ap-
plying for different types of positions at the 
same time, this is one important way that non-
standard employment influences the labor 
market, complicating workers’ application 
pools. The existence of these mixed application 
pools would also raise questions about whether 
workers with those mixed pools are different 
from the workers applying for positions with 
only one type of employment relationship. Ex-
isting theoretical perspectives on job search 
provide insights about what types of workers 
may be more likely to apply for mixed applica-
tion pools.
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Workers face myriad challenges during the 
job search process. From discrimination to 
high levels of competition to figuring out a job 
and organization that is a good fit, job search-
ing can be challenging (Bertrand and Mullain-
athan 2004; Pager, Western, and Bonikowski 
2009; Pedulla 2018; Rivera 2012). Workers who 
are facing challenges may expand their job 
search to include additional occupations, com-
pany types, or potentially employment rela-
tions. Devah Pager and David Pedulla, for ex-
ample, find that African Americans include a 
greater range of occupational categories and 
characteristics in their application pools than 
observationally similar whites (2015). They also 
present evidence that concerns about discrim-
ination underlie this racially distinct search be-
havior. Beyond discrimination, workers who 
are struggling to find employment, a process 
that can be filled with feelings of demoraliza-
tion and self- blame (Sharone 2014), may be-
come less stringent in their search criteria 
(Krueger and Mueller 2016). As a worker spends 
more time unemployed, for example, they may 
loosen their job search criteria and begin to ap-
ply for jobs, regardless of whether they are full- 
time, standard positions or part time or tem-
porary. Thus, there are reasons to think that 
individuals who face discrimination and other 
challenges in the labor market may be more 
likely to have heterogeneous or mixed applica-
tion pools.

Network- Based Job Search
One of the central concerns in sociological 
scholarship on job search has been the meth-
ods that individuals use to find work. Of par-
ticular interest has been the network- based, in-
formal channels through which people find out 
about jobs (Granovetter 1973; Mouw 2003; for 
reviews, see Castilla, Lan, and Rissing 2013; 
Trimble and Kmec 2011). Network- based job 
search can consist of multiple channels, includ-
ing friends, family, acquaintances, and co- 
workers (present or former). Scholars have also 
drawn the distinction between strong and weak 
network ties, whereby the latter are likely to be 
more beneficial for job seekers, in part because 
they are likely to connect the job seeker with 
nonredundant information about job leads 
(Granovetter 1973; Yakubovich 2005). These 

types of network- based job search methods are 
contrasted against more formal channels, such 
as internet- based search. Indeed, network- 
based search is quite important in understand-
ing the job matching process given that approx-
imately 50 percent of jobs are found through 
some sort of informal channel (Corcoran, 
Datcher, and Duncan 1980; Granovetter 1973; 
Mouw 2003).

Network- based job search may be successful 
for many reasons (Fernandez, Castilla, and 
Moore 2000; Kmec 2006). First, it can provide a 
job seeker with key resources, such as informa-
tion about the opening. Additional resources 
may include the network alter—the referrer in 
the job search context (Smith 2005; Marin 
2012)—putting in a good word for the job seeker 
at the company or putting the job seeker in 
touch with someone at the company (Castilla, 
Lan, and Rissing 2013). Second, network- based 
job search may have a signaling function. When 
a job seeker is referred by someone for a given 
job posting, that individual is putting their rep-
utation on the line for the job seeker and, at 
least in some way, vouching for them. Thus, 
employers may interpret job seekers with a re-
ferral as a positive signal about their ability, sta-
tus, and potential productivity (Castilla, Lan, 
and Rissing 2013).

Network- based job search could intersect 
with nonstandard work in multiple, competing 
ways. On the one hand, nonstandard types of 
positions may be less likely to be posted in for-
mal places. It is even possible that many non-
standard positions are not posted at all or are 
quickly generated for a specific project, partic-
ularly in the case of temporary employment. 
Thus, network- based search may provide valu-
able information about these types of nonstan-
dard job openings that would not be otherwise 
available to job seekers. In this case, we could 
expect that nonstandard job applications 
would be more likely to have been submitted 
after hearing about the opening through a 
network- based channel.

By contrast, it is also possible that workers 
are not as open with their social networks 
about looking for part- time work and tempo-
rary employment. Thus, the alters in one’s net-
work may not share information with a job 
seeker about positions that are not full time 
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3. Joseph Broschak, Alison Davis- Blake, and Emily Block offer insights into the complexity of the workplace 
attitudes of temporary agency and retention part- time workers (2008). In some cases, workers in these positions 
do not report more negative workplace attitudes.

and permanent. In this case, we may expect to 
see that job seekers are less likely to apply for 
nonstandard jobs that they heard about 
through their network connections and more 
likely to find these openings through formal 
mechanisms. Of course, it is also possible that 
the search methods job seekers use when ap-
plying for standard and nonstandard positions 
will not differ.

Perceptions of Job Quality: Are Nonstandard  
Jobs Below a Worker’s Skill Level?
There are multiple ways to think about and 
measure job quality. On many key dimensions, 
scholars have documented that part- time and 
temporary jobs are of lower quality, on average, 
than full- time, standard positions. For exam-
ple, 44.2 percent of men and 35.2 percent of 
women in temporary help agency positions 
have low wages, compared with 11.2 percent of 
men and 16.0 percent women in regular full- 
time jobs (Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 
2000). Similarly, part- time workers are more 
likely than full- time workers to have low wages. 
Arne Kalleberg, Barbara Reskin, and Kenneth 
Hudson also present compelling evidence that 
access to important benefits—such as health 
insurance and pensions—is much lower among 
nonstandard workers (2000). Beyond these ma-
terial aspects of job quality, qualitative scholar-
ship has probed the lived experiences of work-
ers in nonstandard jobs. For both part- time and 
temporary employment, research in this area 
has documented significant stigma and deval-
uation for the workers who labor in these posi-
tions (Henson 1996; Rogers 1995; Smith 1998). 
Evidence also indicates that temporary employ-
ment is correlated with psychological morbid-
ity and, in some cases, more negative workplace 
attitudes (for a review, see Virtanen et al. 2005; 
Broschak, Davis- Blake, and Block 2008).3 Yet, 
variation in job quality is significant within cat-
egories of nonstandard employment (Haley- 
Lock 2009), such as the distinction between re-
tention and secondary part- time work (Tilly 
1996).

The material and subjective experiences of 

workers while they are in nonstandard posi-
tions have been examined, but data limitations 
have made it difficult to explore how workers 
perceive nonstandard positions to which they 
might apply before they actually take on those 
positions. In this article, we examine one such 
perception: the skill level of the job. Specifi-
cally, we examine whether the lower quality of 
nonstandard jobs found among job incum-
bents also translates to workers’ perceptions of 
these jobs before they work in them. In other 
words, do workers’ perceptions of a job appli-
cation’s skill level correlate with the employ-
ment relationship of the position?

A Toehold in the Labor Market?
Debate in the literature has been significant 
about whether nonstandard jobs can serve as 
stepping stones to future employment oppor-
tunities or whether they trap workers, making 
it difficult for them to advance into better posi-
tions down the road (Addison, Cotti, and Surf-
ield 2009; Addison and Surfield 2009; Autor and 
Houseman 2010; Fuller 2011; Pedulla 2016). An-
other way to conceptualize this issue, however, 
is to consider whether it is easier for workers to 
obtain job offers when applying for nonstan-
dard positions compared to full- time, standard 
jobs. Rather than asking about the future con-
sequences of nonstandard work—the “stepping 
stone” versus “dead end” comparison—we 
could consider whether nonstandard jobs offer 
a “toehold” in the labor market.

This may be the case for multiple reasons. 
Employers may be less selective in hiring deci-
sions for nonstandard jobs since the individual 
will not be a permanent employee or will be 
working fewer hours per week than if they were 
full time. Additionally, with some types of non-
standard workers, it is easier to terminate or 
fire the individual than it is if they are a full- 
time permanent worker (Autor 2003). Thus, em-
ployers and hiring managers may be less strin-
gent in the selection criteria or more likely to 
take a risk on a worker for a temporary position 
because they can easily let the worker go if they 
are not working out. If, indeed, this is the case, 
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4. To recruit participants for the NLSJS, Gfk sampled 19,509 of its KnowledgePanel members and sent email 
invitations to this group to screen them for eligibility. Of those 19,509 individuals, 11,231 (57.6 percent) completed 
the screening items. We screened individuals for eligibility on two items. First, the respondent had to provide 
informed consent. Second, the respondent had to have been looking for work in the four weeks prior to partici-
pating in the survey. Of the 11,231 respondents who completed the screening items, 2,092 (18.6 percent) were 
eligible to participate in the NLSJS. Of those eligible, 2,060 (98.5 percent) completed the survey. Similar descrip-
tions of these data appear in working papers that use these data (see, for example, Pedulla and Pager 2017).

5. Information about desired work hours was gathered through an item that asked, “Assuming you could find 
suitable work, how many hours per week would you prefer to work on this job?” Individuals with missing data 
on this item are included in the sample and a dummy variable is included in all models to indicate whether or 
not the job seeker had missing data on this item. Results are similar when individuals with missing data on this 
item are excluded. The sign of coefficients for our findings remain consistent, though statistical significance is 
lost in some instances.

then nonstandard positions may serve as a 
point of entry for workers into the labor mar-
ket. If obtaining a job offer for a nonstandard 
position is easier than obtaining an offer for a 
full- time, standard job, then these types of po-
sitions may enable workers to enter the labor 
market and gain some experience, which may 
prove useful down the road. However, insofar 
as nonstandard positions are of poorer quality 
or limit workers’ future labor market opportu-
nities (Pedulla 2016), an easy entry point into 
nonstandard positions may not be beneficial 
for workers’ longer- term careers.

data and Methods
To address these issues, we draw on original 
panel data, which we call the National Longitu-
dinal Study of Job Search (NLSJS). The NLSJS 
follows a national sample of 2,060 job seekers 
over eighteen months. The data were collected 
in collaboration with Gfk (formerly Knowledge 
Networks). The sampling design for the Gfk 
panel—referred to as KnowledgePanel—is 
based on a combination of random- digit dial 
methods and address- based sampling meth-
ods. Their sampling frame covers approxi-
mately 97 percent of all U.S. households (Knowl-
edge Networks 2011).

In total, the NLSJS consists of nine survey 
waves, which were conducted between Febru-
ary 8, 2013, and November 30, 2014. The first 
seven waves were conducted roughly six weeks 
apart over approximately eight months. The 
eighth wave was conducted one year after the 
baseline. The final survey (wave nine) took 
place approximately eighteen months after the 
baseline survey. The target population for the 

NLSJS was non- institutionalized adults ages 
eighteen through sixty- four who were residing 
in the United States and who had looked for 
work over the previous four weeks. The NLSJS 
also oversampled African American respon-
dents.4 For our analyses, we limit our sample 
to job seekers who reported at the baseline sur-
vey that they wanted to work at least thirty- five 
hours per week in the job for which they were 
searching.5 This sample restriction is impor-
tant because it removes individuals who would 
ideally like to work part time. Thus, it is im-
portant to remember that the individuals in 
our analytic sample want to be working full 
time.

The NLSJS collected detailed information 
about many aspects of the job seekers’ experi-
ences, such as sociodemographic and back-
ground characteristics, employment histories 
and experiences, as well as job search behav-
iors. Important for our purposes, respondents 
at each wave were asked to provide information 
about the five most recent jobs they had ap-
plied to in the past four weeks. Then, they were 
asked a series of questions about each job 
opening that they listed, including whether the 
job opening was for a full- time position, a part- 
time position, a temporary position with the 
possibility of becoming permanent, or a tem-
porary position that was unlikely to become 
permanent; and the search method through 
which the job seeker heard about the opening 
(family member, friend, online, and so on). 
Thus we are able to analyze the pools of appli-
cations submitted by each job seeker to exam-
ine whether application pools are segregated 
or mixed in terms of employment relations, 
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6. As a robustness check, we operationalized mixed application pools as the proportion of applications submit-
ted that were to full- time positions. When we use this variable, all our findings remain equivalent in sign, mag-
nitude, and significance level. In supplemental analyses, we also coded mixed application pools as those that 
included at least three applications to a full- time position alongside an application to a nonstandard position, 
while limiting the sample to only those applicants that applied to at least five positions overall. With this thresh-
old, our results remain qualitatively similar, but statistical significance levels change in some instances.

7. We obtain similar results when alternative coding schemes are used for this variable.

how applications for nonstandard jobs are cor-
related with key demographic characteristics, 
and what search methods are used to apply for 
nonstandard jobs.

Variable Construction
For our analyses, one key measure is the em-
ployment relationship of the position for each 
application submitted by a respondent. As 
noted, for each job application that they listed, 
survey respondents were asked to select “all 
that apply” from the following choices: full 
time, part time, temporary position that is un-
likely to become permanent, and temporary 
position with the possibility of becoming per-
manent. These categories are not mutually ex-
clusive. Our classification structure for the em-
ployment relationship of a given application is 
as follows. Applications that respondents indi-
cated were both full time and one of the three 
other categories are classified as mixed posi-
tions. This category includes, for example, in-
dividual job openings that are temporary full- 
time positions as well as positions that could 
be full time or part time. Beyond mixed appli-
cations, though, we are interested in whether 
the pool of applications submitted by a job 
seeker was mixed. A respondent’s application 
pool is coded as a mixed application pool if an 
applicant applied to both full- time, permanent 
positions and any other kind of job during their 
job search.6 The application pool measure is at 
the level of the respondent, not the application.

To capture the search methods used for each 
application, respondents were asked how they 
found out about each job opening to which they 
applied. Specifically, they were asked about 
each application: how did you hear about the 
position with [employer name]? They were then 
told to select all options that apply from a list 
of potential sources (for example, family, 
friends, online search). In our analyses, we sep-
arately compare the four network- based job 

search methods—family member, friend, ac-
quaintance, and employer or coworker—to for-
mal job search methods. We combine all for-
mal types of job search—newspaper ad, online 
search, employment agency, help wanted sign, 
and directly contacting the employer. Given 
that these job search methods are not mutually 
exclusive, if a respondent used both a network- 
based search method (such as friend or family 
member) and a formal method (such as search-
ing online) in applying to a position, we con-
sider their search method to be whichever 
network- based method they selected.7

To capture how long individuals have been 
unemployed, we asked respondents how long 
they had been unemployed in the twenty- four 
months prior to the baseline survey. We use this 
item to capture individuals’ unemployment du-
ration (in weeks) leading up to baseline. This 
variable is coded as 0 for anyone who was em-
ployed at baseline (regardless of whether they 
were unemployed at some point in the twenty- 
four months before baseline). Some respon-
dents who indicated they were unemployed at 
the time of the baseline survey did not answer 
the question about unemployment duration. 
We coded these respondents as having the 
mean unemployment duration on this variable 
and include in our models an indicator variable 
for whether they were missing on the unem-
ployment duration item.

We also analyze whether nonstandard posi-
tions are perceived as requiring lower skills 
than full- time, standard positions. For each ap-
plication, respondents were asked which of the 
following options best describes the position 
with the employer to which they were applying: 
a position that is below my level of skill or ex-
perience, a position that is appropriate for my 
level of skill or experience, or a position that is 
above my level of skill or experience. We used 
these responses to code whether each position 
is below the applicant’s skill level. The variable 
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8. If a respondent listed a company name that was illegible or something other than a company name (such as 
the occupation or industry), that application was not presented to respondents when asking them about job 
offers in future waves because they would be unlikely to be able to identify the application. When we limit our 
analyses of job offers just to applications where the company name was carried forward to future waves, all 
findings regarding job offers hold. Additionally, in the survey, we asked respondents at each wave whether they 
had received a job offer from a company that they had not previously listed. For this set of applications, we did 
not ask about the employment relationship of the position and, thus, those offers are not included in these 
analyses.

9. We recode marital status into three categories: never married, married or cohabiting, and divorced, separated, 
or widowed.

10. The only models where controls for previous occupation are not explicitly entered are those where we include 
respondent- specific fixed effects.

is coded 1 if the respondent selected that the 
application was for a position below their skill 
level, and 0 otherwise.

In one set of analyses, we also examine 
whether nonstandard applications are more 
likely to result in job offers than applications 
for full- time, standard positions. Our “job of-
fer” outcome variable is taken from an item 
that asked respondents at each wave whether 
they had received an offer from any of the com-
panies—by name—that they had applied to in 
that wave as well as any of the companies that 
they had applied to in previous waves. This 
item is then used to create a variable that cap-
tures, for each application, whether the appli-
cation resulted in a job offer.8

Standard sociodemographic variables were 
collected by Gfk from their panel members. We 
use these items to capture respondents’ gender, 
age, race- ethnicity, educational attainment, 
and marital status.9 These sociodemographic 
characteristics are included as covariates in the 
models. The survey also collected information 
about respondents’ occupations in their cur-
rent or most recent job, which we control for. 
Specifically, respondents indicated their most 
recent job title on the survey in an open text 
format. Then, trained coders at the University 
of Wisconsin Survey Center classified these 
open- text responses into three- digit Standard 
Occupational Classification (SOC) codes for oc-
cupation. In our analyses, we use the two- digit 
SOC codes for major occupational categories. 
All models control for job seekers’ prior occu-
pation.10

Two additional controls are included in our 
models. First, we control for the intensity of 
respondents’ job search. Specifically, we con-

trol for the number of applications that respon-
dents reported submitting over the four weeks 
prior to each survey wave (logged to adjust for 
skew). Additionally, we control for the number 
of waves that a respondent was in the sample. 
Descriptive information about our sample is 
presented in table 1.

Results
Our results proceed as follows. First, we exam-
ine the application pools of job seekers by look-
ing at sociodemographic differences in who ap-
plies for each type of nonstandard position. We 
then explore whether individuals submit appli-
cations to more than one type of job (for ex-
ample, full time, standard and nonstandard). 
We then examine the prevalence and predictors 
of these types of mixed application pools. Next, 
we examine whether different job search meth-
ods are used for nonstandard job applications 
relative to full- time, standard job applications. 
Then, we examine the perceived quality of job 
seekers’ applications for nonstandard posi-
tions relative to full- time, standard jobs. Fi-
nally, we examine whether nonstandard appli-
cations are more likely to result in job offers 
than applications submitted for full- time, stan-
dard positions.

Sociodemographic Differences in  
Applying for Nonstandard Work
We begin by examining demographic differ-
ences in submitting applications for positions 
with particular types of employment relation-
ships. For these analyses, each observation cap-
tures one of the applications that the job seeker 
submitted. Each application is nested within a 
given survey wave and each survey wave is 
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nested within a given respondent. We use a 
multinomial logistic regression model, with 
standard errors clustered by respondent, to ex-
amine the sociodemographic correlates of ap-
plying for a nonstandard job. We move through 
five key sociodemographic groups—gender, 
race- ethnicity, age, marital status, and educa-
tion—and then examine potential interactive 
effects between these different characteristics. 
In the model, the omitted category for the de-
pendent variable is an application for a full- 
time, standard position. The findings are pre-
sented in table 2.

Gender In terms of gender, we find that wom en 
are significantly more likely than men to apply 
for part- time jobs relative to full- time jobs. 
However, no gender differences are discernable 
in applying for temporary- to- permanent nor 

temporary positions. Women are, however, 
more likely than men to submit an application 
for a position that could take on multiple em-
ployment relationships (for example, a job that 
could be either part time or full time, or a posi-
tion that is temporary, but full time).

Race- ethnicity  The lack of statistically signifi-
cant differences between the types of applica-
tions submitted by non- Hispanic white workers 
and workers of color is striking. Indeed, black 
workers are no more or less likely to apply for 
part- time or temporary- to- permanent positions 
than white workers are. In addition, they are 
marginally statistically significantly less likely 
to apply for temporary positions. This is quite 
surprising given that African Americans are sig-
nificantly overrepresented in temporary jobs in 
the broader economy. Additionally, we see that 

Table 1. Summary Statistics of Analytic Sample

Mean SD Observations

Age (years) 40.81 13.21 1,390
Woman 0.45 0.50 1,390

Race-ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 0.61 0.49 1,390
Black, non-Hispanic 0.17 0.37 1,390
Other, non-Hispanic 0.04 0.19 1,390
Hispanic 0.15 0.36 1,390
Two or more races, non-Hispanic 0.04 0.18 1,390

Marital status
Married or cohabiting 0.56 0.50 1,390
Never married 0.30 0.46 1,390
Separated, divorced, or widowed 0.14 0.35 1,390

Employment at baseline
Unemployed 0.33 0.47 1,386
Full-time employed 0.55 0.50 1,386
Alternative employment arrangement 0.12 0.32 1,386
Weeks unemployed at baseline (all respondents) 22.20 57.63 1,390
Weeks unemployed at baseline for those unemployed 63.33 82.72 429
Number of applications sent by applicant 11.71 8.77 1,390

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Respondents can report at most five job applications in each survey wave. The maximum 
possible number of applications for any single respondent is thus forty-five across the nine survey 
waves. Respondents who sent no applications are excluded from the sample. Four respondents did not 
indicate their employment status. Of the 452 respondents who reported they were unemployed, 
twenty-three did not provide an estimate of the duration of unemployment in the baseline survey.
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Table 2. Multinomial Logistic Regression Model of Type of Position Applied to

Ref = Full Time, Standard Part Time
Temporary-to-

Permanent Temporary Mixed

Woman 0.678*** 0.0404 –0.0476 0.369**
(0.112) (0.172) (0.241) (0.143)

Ref = white, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic –0.124 –0.148 –0.478+ –0.0117

(0.149) (0.208) (0.256) (0.170)
Other, non-Hispanic –0.130 0.400 –0.0926 –0.596+

(0.378) (0.325) (0.467) (0.343)
Hispanic 0.304+ 0.264 0.193 0.188

(0.160) (0.207) (0.352) (0.185)
Two or more races, non-Hispanic –0.580* –0.173 –1.170** –0.0765

(0.283) (0.491) (0.419) (0.302)
Ref = age 35–44
18–24 1.213*** 0.597* 0.270 0.961***

(0.199) (0.302) (0.365) (0.247)
25–34 0.253 0.0243 –0.102 0.527*

(0.180) (0.264) (0.463) (0.218)
45–54 0.195 0.0417 0.354 0.584**

(0.181) (0.239) (0.287) (0.206)
55–64 0.434* 0.209 0.700* –0.0114

(0.199) (0.240) (0.316) (0.215)
Ref = never married
Married or cohabiting –0.140 –0.342+ –0.0832 –0.362*

(0.127) (0.193) (0.273) (0.155)
Separated, divorced, or widowed –0.224 0.0495 –0.0461 –0.360

(0.186) (0.242) (0.397) (0.257)
Ref = some college
Less than high school 0.0339 –0.0723 –0.432 0.369

(0.205) (0.326) (0.370) (0.280)
High school 0.0928 0.111 –0.572* 0.254

(0.138) (0.203) (0.243) (0.186)
College or higher –0.820*** –0.336+ –0.421 –0.681***

(0.139) (0.179) (0.281) (0.155)
Weeks unemployed (log) 0.0683** 0.112** –0.00715 0.143***

(0.0260) (0.0380) (0.0458) (0.0317)

Constant –2.308*** –3.049*** –4.085*** –2.799***
(0.372) (0.444) (0.802) (0.389)

Occupation controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Wave fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Clusters 1390
Observations 16,271

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All standard errors clustered on applicant. Respondents who did 
not report their weeks of unemployment in the baseline survey are coded as being unemployed for the 
mean number of weeks for their baseline employment status. The model contains a separate indicator 
variable for whether this information was missing for the respondent. Occupation controls include the 
twenty-three categories of the SOC system for the previous occupation held by the applicant. The 
model also includes controls for the number of applications submitted by a respondent, the number of 
survey waves they participated in, and whether they did not indicate how many hours they would 
prefer to work in a week.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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11. We also examined the interaction between being a woman and having a child twelve years old or younger 
living in the household. The interaction is not statistically significant in predicting part- time applications, com-
pared to full- time, standard applications. The only case where the interaction term is statistically significant is 
in predicting applications for temporary- to- permanent positions relative to full- time, standard applications. In 
this case, the interaction term is negative.

Hispanic workers are marginally significantly 
more likely than non- Hispanic white workers 
to apply for part- time positions, but show no 
differences in applying for temporary posi-
tions. In general, it is surprising that the racial 
and ethnic differences found among incum-
bents in nonstandard positions in existing 
scholarship—particularly temporary work— 
do not appear in the application pools of job 
seekers.

Age In terms of age, existing research sug-
gests that non- prime- age workers—individuals 
younger than twenty- five and older than fifty- 
four—are more likely to be in nonstandard em-
ployment. Therefore, it is likely that both 
younger and older job seekers will be more 
likely to apply for nonstandard positions than 
workers at the peak of their careers. Our data 
provide general support for this prediction.

Younger workers, between the ages of eigh-
teen and twenty- four, are more likely than 
workers between thirty- five and forty- four to 
apply for part- time positions, temporary- to- 
permanent positions, and mixed positions (all 
relative to full- time standard positions). For 
older workers, evidence indicates that workers 
between fifty- five and sixty- four are more likely 
to apply for part- time positions and for tempo-
rary positions (than for full- time positions) 
than middle- aged workers, aged thirty- five to 
forty- four. Thus, in general, non- prime- age 
workers are more likely to submit applications 
to nonstandard positions, particularly part- 
time positions, than workers in the middle of 
their careers. These findings are generally con-
sistent with the age composition of incumbents 
in nonstandard positions.

Marital Status Limited differences emerge in 
the types of applications submitted by workers 
with different marital statuses. Although, work-
ers who are married or cohabiting are margin-
ally significantly less likely than never married 
workers to apply for temp- to- perm positions 

and significantly less likely to apply for mixed 
positions.

Education In terms of education, key differ-
ences emerge. We see that having completed 
college or more—versus having just some col-
lege—is associated with being less likely to ap-
ply for part- time jobs and positions that offer 
multiple potential employment relationships 
and marginally significantly less likely to apply 
for temporary- to- permanent positions. This 
suggests that people higher on the educational 
attainment ladder are more likely to be focused 
on full- time, standard employment during 
their job search.

Interactive Effects We next explore possible in-
teractions between key sociodemographic 
characteristics. The full models for these anal-
yses are presented in table A1. First, we examine 
whether the relationship between gender and 
submitting applications for nonstandard em-
ployment is shaped by a worker’s marital sta-
tus.11 Our findings indicate that the relation-
ship between being a woman and applying for 
a part- time position is stronger among married 
or cohabiting women than women who have 
never been married.

Second, we were interested in whether gen-
der intersected with race- ethnicity to shape the 
likelihood of applying for nonstandard employ-
ment. Overall, we see limited evidence of this. 
In general, the interactions between the gender 
of the job seeker and the race- ethnicity of the 
job seeker are not statistically significant. How-
ever, the data demonstrate that the relationship 
between being a woman and applying for a 
temporary- to- permanent job is weaker among 
black women than among white women. Thus, 
instances where gender and race intersect to 
shape whether applicants apply for nonstan-
dard positions are limited.

Together, these findings provide some evi-
dence that the demographic differences that 
are found among incumbents in nonstandard 
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12. In a model where race- ethnicity is the only predictor of application pool type, the coefficient for being black 
rather than white is large, positive, and statistically significant (p<.001) in predicting having a mixed application 
pool.

positions are mirrored in the application pools 
that job seekers submit. One important finding 
that diverges from this pattern, however, is the 
relationship between race and ethnicity and 
nonstandard employment. While black and 
Hispanic workers tend to be overrepresented 
in nonstandard positions, particularly tempo-
rary employment, they do not appear more 
likely to apply for these positions.

Mixed Application Pools
Our next set of analyses explore the diversity of 
application pools by the type of employment 
relationship within the same individual. Spe-
cifically, we ask whether individual applicants 
submit pools of applications that contain more 
than one employment relationship. This could 
mean that an individual, for example, applies 
for both full- time and part- time positions dur-
ing their job search. Descriptively, our data in-
dicate that these types of mixed application 
pools are quite common. Of the respondents 
in our sample, 55.18 percent have mixed appli-
cation pools, applying for standard and non-
standard positions alongside one another. In-
deed, only about one- third (33.38 percent) 
applied solely for full- time, standard jobs. 
Roughly 11 percent applied solely for nonstan-
dard positions. Thus, for more than half of the 
job seekers in our sample, their application 
pools consisted of applications for multiple 
types of positions.

Next, we examine the demographic predic-
tors of whether an individual’s application pool 
contains mixed application types. To do this, 
we generated a three- category variable for 
whether a respondent’s application pool con-
tained only full- time, standard applications; a 
mix of full- time, standard and nonstandard po-
sitions; or only nonstandard positions. In table 
3, we estimate a multinomial logit model where 
the dependent variable is the three- category 
variable capturing the employment relation-
ships of respondents’ application pools. The 
omitted category for the dependent variable is 
having an application pool that is only full- 
time, standard positions. The full set of con-

trols discussed is also included in the models. 
For these analyses, there is only one observa-
tion per respondent in the data set. Addition-
ally, it is important to remember that the job 
seekers in our analytic sample indicated that 
they wanted to work at least thirty- five hours 
per week and that the unemployment rate dur-
ing the data collection period was still relatively 
high (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018e).

The results from in table 3 reveal that mixed 
application pools are far from randomly dis-
tributed across job seekers. Women, on aver-
age, are more likely to have mixed application 
pools—relative to full- time, standard applica-
tion pools—than men. Black workers are mar-
ginally statistically significantly more likely 
than white workers to apply for mixed applica-
tion pools, relative to full- time standard appli-
cation pools.12 Additionally, both younger work-
ers (eighteen to twenty- four) and older workers 
(fifty- five to sixty- four) are significantly more 
likely to have mixed application pools than 
middle- age workers. Highly educated individu-
als—those with at least a bachelor’s degree—
are less likely to apply for more than one job 
type, compared to individuals with just some 
college. Finally, workers who have been unem-
ployed for longer durations are more likely to 
have mixed application pools.

Together, the findings in table 3 suggest that 
individuals who belong to groups that may ex-
perience less advantage in the labor market—
such as women, less educated workers, and 
workers who have been unemployed for longer 
periods of time—are more likely to apply for 
multiple job types, including nonstandard po-
sitions alongside their search for full- time, 
standard jobs. These analyses document two 
important patterns about how the job search 
process is shaped by the prevalence of nonstan-
dard employment. First, mixed application 
pools are common: more than half of the indi-
viduals in our sample apply to more than one 
job type across their set of applications. Sec-
ond, mixed application pools are not randomly 
distributed and are correlated with key sociode-
mographic characteristics.
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Table 3. Multinomial Logistic Regression Model of Whether the Respondent Applied to Both 
Full-Time and Nonstandard Positions

Mixed Application  
Pool

Nonstandard  
Positions Only

Woman 0.417** 0.772***
(0.156) (0.219)

Ref = white, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic 0.398+ –0.285

(0.203) (0.325)
Other, non-Hispanic –0.359 0.168

(0.364) (0.544)
Hispanic 0.204 0.715**

(0.210) (0.265)
Two or more races, non-Hispanic 0.314 –0.178

(0.406) (0.699)
Ref = age 35–44
18–24 1.018*** 1.513***

(0.302) (0.430)
25–34 0.274 0.654+

(0.218) (0.355)
45–54 0.234 0.760*

(0.218) (0.361)
55–64 0.474* 1.202***

(0.228) (0.365)
Ref = never married
Married or cohabiting –0.270 –0.224

(0.175) (0.249)
Separated, divorced, or widowed –0.324 –0.370

(0.250) (0.362)
Ref = some college
Less than high school 0.526 1.168*

(0.447) (0.507)
High school –0.164 0.0644

(0.207) (0.280)
College or higher –0.855*** –0.451+

(0.172) (0.254)
Weeks unemployed (log) 0.203*** 0.213**

(0.0464) (0.0670)

Constant –1.984*** –2.158***
(0.373) (0.563)

Occupation controls Yes Yes
Observations 1,390

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Respondents who did not report their weeks of 
unemployment in the baseline survey are coded as being unemployed for the mean number of 
weeks for their baseline employment status. The model contains a separate indicator variable 
for whether this information was missing for the respondent. Occupation controls include the 
twenty-three categories of the SOC system for the previous occupation held by the applicant. 
The model includes controls for the number of applications submitted by a respondent, the 
number of survey waves they participated in, and whether they did not indicate how many 
hours they would prefer to work for in a week.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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13. For these analyses, we have excluded applications to positions that were heard of through more than one 
network- based channel (such as through both a friend and a family member).

Nonstandard Work and Search Methods
In the next set of analyses, we examine variation 
in the search methods through which individu-
als find out about job openings with different 
employment relationships. It is possible that 
applications submitted for nonstandard posi-
tions—part- time, temporary, temporary- to- 
permanent jobs—are more likely than full- time 
job applications to be the result of informal, 
network- based job search practices, such as 
hearing about the opening from family, friends, 
acquaintances, or employers or coworkers. 
However, it is also possible that the often lower 
pay and lower status that come with nonstan-
dard positions make it so that individuals use 

formal channels for these types of positions 
and reserve network- based search for full- time, 
standard positions.

Here we examine whether people are more 
or less likely to hear about nonstandard job 
openings through their family, friends, ac-
quaintances, and coworkers or employers. Ta-
ble 4 presents the results of a multinomial lo-
gistic regression model, where whether the job 
opening was heard about through family, 
friends, acquaintances, or coworkers or em-
ployers (relative to through a formal channel) 
is regressed on the employment relationship of 
the application and a host of sociodemographic 
variables and additional controls.13

Table 4. Multinomial Logit Model of Type of Informal Job Search Method Used

Ref = Formal Search Only Family Friends Acquaintance
Colleague or 

Employer

Ref = full time, standard
Part time –0.00729 0.269** 0.418** 0.103

(0.163) (0.0987) (0.139) (0.199)
Temporary to permanent 0.388+ 0.367* 0.743*** 0.239

(0.227) (0.175) (0.210) (0.278)
Temporary 0.642* 0.102 0.881*** 0.679**

(0.307) (0.230) (0.238) (0.251)
Mixed –0.122 0.0825 –0.377+ 0.223

(0.211) (0.129) (0.208) (0.213)
Weeks unemployed (log) 0.0673+ –0.0732** –0.0614+ –0.0388

(0.0398) (0.0253) (0.0328) (0.0368)
Constant –1.744*** –0.690* –2.344*** –3.058***

(0.423) (0.296) (0.379) (0.427)
Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Occupation controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Wave fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Clusters 1,371
Observations 14,945

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All standard errors clustered on applicant. Demographic controls 
include gender, race-ethnicity, age, marital status, and educational attainment. Respondents who did 
not report their weeks of unemployment in the baseline survey are coded as being unemployed for the 
mean number of weeks for their baseline employment status. The model contains a separate indicator 
variable for whether this information was missing for the respondent. Occupation controls include the 
twenty-three categories of the SOC system for the previous occupation held by the applicant. The 
model also includes controls for the number of applications submitted by a respondent, the number of 
survey waves they participated in, and whether they did not indicate how many hours they would 
prefer to work for in a week.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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The findings reveal that acquaintances—the 
quintessential weak ties—play a particularly im-
portant role in the job searches of individuals 
who are applying for nonstandard positions. For 
part- time, temporary- to permanent, and tem-
porary positions, job seekers are more likely to 
have heard about the opening from acquain-
tances than from formal channels. Although 
family is significantly more likely than formal 
methods to lead to applications for temporary 
positions, there is no association between part- 
time work and hearing about the opening 
through family. Openings for part- time posi-
tions as well as temporary- to- permanent posi-
tions are more likely to be heard about from 
friends than from formal channels. Workers are 
also more likely to hear about temporary posi-
tions from coworkers or employers. Thus there 
is some variation in the types of positions heard 
about through network- based channels. Fur-
ther, acquaintances appear to be particularly 
useful types of ties through which individual 
hear about nonstandard job openings. Future 
scholarship would be well served to further 
probe the mechanisms driving these different 
processes.

The Perceived Skill Level of  
Nonstandard Applications
Our previous analyses examined the job search 
process: who applies for nonstandard jobs, 
what do application pools look like, and what 
types of methods are utilized to apply for those 
positions. Next, we turn to issues of perceived 
job quality. Specifically, we examine whether 
job seekers are more likely to perceive applica-
tions for nonstandard positions to be below 
their skill level relative to positions for full- 
time, standard jobs.

Table 5 presents estimates from logistic re-
gression models where the dependent variable 
is whether the job seeker perceives the applica-
tion to be for a position that is beneath their 
skill level. The key explanatory variable is the 
employment relationship of the position. 
Model 1 is a logistic regression model with the 
full set of sociodemographic covariates and 
other controls. A clear pattern emerges: appli-
cations to part- time positions, temp- to- perm 
positions, temporary positions, and mixed sta-
tus applications (relative to full- time positions) 
are more likely to be perceived as below the ap-
plicant’s skill level.

Table 5. Logistic Regression Models of Whether Job Is Perceived to Be Below One’s 
Skill Level

(1) (2)

Below Skill Below Skill

Ref = full time, standard
Part time 0.973*** 1.149***

(0.0929) (0.0772)
Temporary to permanent 0.613*** 0.671***

(0.137) (0.111)
Temporary 0.498* 0.853***

(0.195) (0.146)
Mixed 0.497*** 0.608***

(0.116) (0.0964)
Woman –0.0737

(0.0999)
Ref = white, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic 0.00626

(0.127)
Other, non-Hispanic –0.173

(0.259)
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Hispanic 0.179
(0.141)

Two or more races, non-Hispanic 0.583**
(0.209)

Ref = age 35–44
18–24 –0.310+

(0.186)
25–34 –0.229

(0.159)
45–54 0.194

(0.144)
55–64 0.303*

(0.142)
Ref = never married
Married or cohabiting –0.0727

(0.119)
Separated, divorced, or widowed –0.181

(0.152)
Ref = some college
Less than high school –0.203

(0.250)
High school –0.308*

(0.128)
College or higher –0.229*

(0.107)

Constant –1.754***
(0.256)

Wave fixed effects Yes Yes
Occupation controls Yes No
Respondent fixed effects No Yes
Clusters 1,386 739
Observations 15,993 11,025

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors in model 1 are clustered on 
applicant. Occupation controls include the twenty-three categories of the SOC system 
for the previous occupation held by the applicant. Additionally, model 1 includes 
controls for the number of applications submitted by a respondent, the number of 
survey waves they participated in, and whether they did not indicate how many hours 
they would prefer to work for in a week. Applications where the respondent did provide 
information about the perceived skill level of the position are excluded from the 
analysis.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 5. (continued)

(1) (2)

Below Skill Below Skill
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14. At each wave, we also asked respondents whether they had received a job offer for a position that was not 
previously listed and then asked a series of questions about each of those positions. Unfortunately, given time 
limitations in the survey, we were not able to include an item about the type of position (for example, part time, 
temporary) for the set of job offers received for applications not previously listed. Our analyses of job offers thus 
do not include all job offers respondents received.

15. We examined whether the association between nonstandard work and job offers was moderated by the 
search method (for example, family, friends, acquaintances). We did not find supporting evidence.

Model 2 is also a logistic regression model 
but includes respondent- specific fixed effects. 
Including respondent- specific fixed effects en-
ables us to compare perceptions of a job’s skill 
level for applications for standard and nonstan-
dard jobs for the same individual. Thus the 
model removes concerns about time- invariant 
unobserved individual heterogeneity. The find-
ings in model 2 closely parallel those in model 
1, with nonstandard applications being posi-
tively correlated with perceptions of the posi-
tion being below the applicant’s skill level. The 
findings in table 5 thus provide compelling ev-
idence that applications submitted to nonstan-
dard positions are perceived by job applicants 
to be beneath their level of skill.

Next, we examined whether these skill per-
ceptions vary by workers’ sociodemographic 
characteristics (the results are presented in ta-
ble A2). Two key findings emerge from these 
analyses. First, the association between part- 
time work and perceiving that a job is below 
one’s skill level is weaker for women than for 
men. Given that respondents in our analytic 
sample desire a full- time job, this finding sug-
gests that women are able to find part- time 
work that is a better match for their skill level. 
For men, this is more of a challenge. This find-
ing is consistent with the idea that part- time 
work is more normatively “appropriate” for 
women than it is for men. Second, we find that 
black workers are more likely than white work-
ers to perceive the temporary jobs that they ap-
ply to as being below their skill level. This in 
particularly interesting because black workers 
are no more likely than white workers to apply 
for temporary jobs. Moreover, they are no more 
likely to perceive full- time, standard jobs as be-
ing below their skill level. Thus, this finding 
suggests that when black workers apply to tem-
porary positions, they are particularly likely to 
apply for jobs that are highly at odds with their 

skill set. Although this could point to the par-
ticular challenges the black workers face in the 
labor market, such as discrimination, future 
work would be well served to further investigate 
what may be driving this pattern.

A Foot in the Door? Nonstandard Applications 
and Job Offers
Our final set of analyses pivot toward a distinct 
issue: can nonstandard jobs provide a toehold 
for workers in the labor market? In other words, 
are applications for nonstandard positions 
more likely to result in job offers? In table 6, we 
address this question. For each application sub-
mitted over the survey period, we collected in-
formation about whether it resulted in a job 
offer. After a respondent listed an application, 
we asked at that wave and then in all future 
waves whether it had led to a job offer. Thus we 
are able to examine whether applications sub-
mitted for nonstandard positions, relative to 
standard positions, are more likely to result in 
a job offer.14

Model 1 in table 6 is similar to the previous 
models we presented—a logistic regression 
model, with standard errors clustered by re-
spondent, and controls included for a broad set 
of sociodemographic variables and other co-
variates. The findings show that applications 
submitted for any type of nonstandard position 
(with the exception of mixed applications, 
which is marginally statistically significant) are 
more likely to result in a job offer than applica-
tions submitted for full- time, standard jobs.15 
Also, we find evidence that, net of a broad set 
of controls, black workers are less likely to re-
ceive job offers than their white counterparts.

Given the structure of our data, we are also 
able to address this question using a within- 
person comparison approach. In other words, 
we can look at whether—for the same job 
seeker—they are more likely to receive job of-
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Table 6. Logistic Regression Models of Whether an Application Resulted in an Offer

(1) (2)

Got offer Got offer

Ref = full time, standard
Part time 0.389*** 0.371**

(0.108) (0.124)
Temporary to permanent 0.615*** 0.817***

(0.161) (0.169)
Temporary 1.100*** 0.996***

(0.156) (0.190)
Mixed 0.255+ 0.0274

(0.144) (0.149)
Woman 0.0367

(0.103)
Ref = white, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic –0.349*

(0.150)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.188

(0.364)
Hispanic –0.306*

(0.134)
2+ races, non-Hispanic 0.349

(0.376)
Ref = age 35–44
18–24 0.295+

(0.173)
25–34 0.272

(0.173)
45–54 –0.0136

(0.170)
55–64 –0.00293

(0.183)
Ref = never married
Married or cohabiting 0.219+

(0.119)
Separated, divorced, or widowed 0.150

(0.162)
Ref = some college
Less than high school 0.378

(0.397)
High school –0.362*

(0.158)
College or higher –0.0650

(0.113)

Constant –1.797***
(0.296)

Occupation controls Yes Yes
Wave fixed effects Yes Yes

(continued )
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fers for applications submitted to nonstandard 
positions. Given that more than half of the re-
spondents have mixed application pools, this 
approach provides us with a large group of job 
seekers to analyze with this approach. Model 2 
in table 6, which includes individual- level fixed 
effects, demonstrates that this within- person 
analysis produces similar results. The same 
worker is more likely to receive job offers for 
nonstandard positions than they are for full- 
time, standard job openings.

There may be some questions about whether 
respondents actually end up taking the offers 
that they receive for nonstandard positions. 
Our data support the idea that they do. Respon-
dents report that they plan to accept roughly 85 
percent of the job offers that they receive. This 
pattern is similar across the different types of 
employment relationships. Indeed, a test for 
differences in proportions of offers that were 
planned to be accepted indicates that no statis-
tically significant variation across types of ap-
plications. The idea of nonstandard positions 
providing a path to employment that is easier 
than obtaining a full- time, standard position 
and providing a toehold for workers therefore 
has some support. Yet, as the previous analyses 
demonstrated, these nonstandard positions are 
also more likely to be perceived to be below a 
worker’s skill level. The quality of these non-
standard jobs may thus be a concern, resulting 
in a complicated trade- off for workers between 
obtaining a job and the quality of that job.

disCussion and ConClusion
The starting point for this article was the ob-
servation that millions of workers labor in non-
standard jobs, such as part- time or temporary 
positions. Yet little is known about how the job 
search process—a key social and economic pro-
cess—is shaped by these types of positions. We 
have drawn on panel data about the job search 
process to examine the ways that job seekers’ 
application pools are influenced by nonstan-
dard employment relationships, the types of 
search methods that are used to apply for non-
standard positions, the perceived quality of 
those jobs, and whether applications for non-
standard positions are more likely to result in 
job offers than applications for full- time, stan-
dard positions.

Our findings shed new light on this impor-
tant set of issues. First, our findings point to 
the ways that applications for nonstandard po-
sitions are unevenly distributed throughout the 
population. Women are far more likely than 
men to apply for part- time positions, even 
though our sample is limited to individuals in-
dicating that they would like to find a job where 
they would work at least thirty- five hours per 
week. This aligns with the pattern that women 
are much more likely than men to actually la-
bor as incumbents in part- time positions. Ad-
ditionally, younger workers are more likely to 
apply for part- time jobs and individuals with 
higher levels of education are less likely to 
 apply for part- time positions. Interestingly, 

Respondent fixed effects No Yes
Clusters 1,390 552
Observations 16,271 7,467

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors in model 1 are clustered on 
applicant. Occupation controls include the twenty-three categories of the SOC system 
for the previous occupation held by the applicant. Model 1 also includes controls for 
the number of applications submitted by a respondent, the number of survey waves 
they participated in, and whether they did not indicate how many hours they would 
prefer to work for in a week.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 6. (continued)

(1) (2)

Got offer Got offer
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though, we generally do not find that workers 
of color are significantly more likely than white 
workers to apply for nonstandard positions. 
This lack of a finding is surprising, given that 
workers of color are overrepresented in non-
standard positions. Although beyond the scope 
of our data, it is possible there may be some 
demand- side process that steers workers of 
color into nonstandard jobs. This issue—which 
could be a mechanism driving inequalities be-
tween white workers and workers of color—
would be valuable for future research to ex-
plore.

Second, we find evidence that fully half of 
the job seekers in our sample submitted mixed 
application pools—sets of applications that in-
cluded both full- time, standard positions as 
well as an application for at least one other type 
of job, such as part- time or temporary work. We 
also find that mixed application pools are more 
common among workers who are disadvan-
taged on some axis of inequality in the labor 
market. For example, women, less- educated 
workers, and people who have been unem-
ployed for longer durations of time are more 
likely to have mixed application pools. This 
finding suggests that applying for both full- 
time, standard jobs and other types of posi-
tions simultaneously may be an adaptive strat-
egy deployed by workers who know that they 
may experience challenges obtaining a new job. 
Future scholarship would be well served to fur-
ther explore this issue.

Our findings also reveal that job search 
methods are intertwined with the type of posi-
tion that a job seeker applies to. Across the 
board, job seekers are significantly more likely 
to hear about nonstandard job openings 
through weak ties—that is, their acquain-
tances. It is possible that this finding emerges 
due to nonstandard positions being less likely 
to be posted in formal places, making one’s net-
works—particularly one’s acquaintances who 
are likely to have nonredundant information 
about potential jobs—important in hearing 
about openings for these types of positions. 
This finding is intriguing and speaks to the im-
portance of future work that unpacks why these 
correlations emerge.

Our results also show that workers perceive 
the quality of nonstandard positions—mea-

sured as the position being perceived below the 
worker’s skill level—as worse than standard 
jobs. This finding holds across different types 
of nonstandard positions and model specifica-
tions, even when we net out time- invariant 
individual- level characteristics. Yet our findings 
also indicate that nonstandard employment 
can serve as a toehold for workers in the labor 
market. Job seekers are more likely to receive 
job offers for applications submitted for non-
standard types of positions than for full- time, 
standard jobs. Workers are also equally likely 
to accept nonstandard positions and standard, 
full- time positions. Juxtaposing these findings, 
a likely conflict emerges for workers. They can 
apply for nonstandard positions as a way to in-
crease their likelihood of getting a job offer. 
But, they are then more likely to be in a position 
that is below their skill level, which can have 
negative consequences for their future labor 
market opportunities (Pedulla 2016). And, the 
evidence on whether nonstandard jobs—par-
ticularly temporary positions—can serve as 
stepping stones to better employment oppor-
tunities in the United States is mixed (Autor 
and Houseman 2010; Addison and Surfield 
2009). Existing scholarship suggests that these 
effects may vary in important ways by the so-
ciodemographic characteristics of the worker 
(Pedulla 2014, 2016). Thus, trade- offs for work-
ers when deciding whether to apply for and 
work in nonstandard positions are very real, 
and these positions have the potential to keep 
workers stuck in a less desirable segment of the 
labor market.

Together, our findings provide new insights 
about job searching in a labor market where 
nonstandard jobs are a key component of the 
economic landscape. We uncover a complex set 
of job search processes, where many workers ap-
pear to be hedging their bets on labor market 
success by applying for both full- time, standard 
and nonstandard positions simultaneously. This 
strategy appears to have some payoff because 
applications for nonstandard positions are more 
likely to result in job offers than positions for 
full- time, standard positions. Negative repercus-
sions, however, are also possible, given that 
these nonstandard positions may not fully uti-
lize workers’ skills. Our results also highlight the 
importance of jointly considering nonstandard 
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employment relations and job search processes. 
By bringing these two often separate literatures 
together we can gain new insights into the na-
ture of nonstandard work as well as the contours 
of the job search process. As scholarship contin-

ues to move forward on both of these issues, 
additional attention to how the job search pro-
cess shapes and is shaped by nonstandard em-
ployment will advance our understanding of 
these key aspects of the labor market.

Table A1. Multinomial Logit Model of Type of Position Applied To

Ref = Full Time, Standard Part Time
Temporary-to- 

Permanent Temporary Mixed

Woman 0.392+ 0.109 –0.517 0.00742
(0.217) (0.287) (0.358) (0.269)

Ref = white, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic 0.0215 0.344 –0.295 –0.415+

(0.233) (0.269) (0.370) (0.250)
Other, non-Hispanic –0.450 0.465 –0.474 –0.609

(0.456) (0.362) (0.649) (0.381)
Hispanic 0.515* 0.0447 0.00653 0.242

(0.249) (0.275) (0.416) (0.280)
Two or more races, non-Hispanic –0.606+ 0.00388 –1.218* –0.0788

(0.326) (0.634) (0.541) (0.388)
Ref = age 35–44
18–24 1.255*** 0.685* 0.422 0.938***

(0.200) (0.291) (0.363) (0.243)
25–34 0.260 0.0716 –0.0438 0.503*

(0.178) (0.259) (0.450) (0.212)
45–54 0.204 0.0546 0.382 0.623**

(0.181) (0.242) (0.294) (0.206)
55–64 0.469* 0.228 0.716* 0.0229

(0.201) (0.247) (0.315) (0.212)
Ref = never married
Married or cohabiting –0.477** –0.418+ –0.256 –0.626**

(0.183) (0.250) (0.363) (0.221)
Separated, divorced, or widowed –0.501+ 0.111 –0.305 –0.443

(0.268) (0.297) (0.478) (0.404)
Ref = some college
Less than high school 0.130 –0.0996 –0.263 0.382

(0.218) (0.318) (0.384) (0.279)
High school 0.141 0.172 –0.477+ 0.254

(0.139) (0.204) (0.248) (0.184)
College or higher –0.839*** –0.317+ –0.424 –0.682***

(0.138) (0.175) (0.283) (0.150)
Weeks unemployed (log) 0.0388 0.108** –0.0181 0.146***

(0.0257) (0.0370) (0.0409) (0.0315)
Woman X married or cohabiting 0.619* 0.194 0.470 0.517+

(0.247) (0.342) (0.406) (0.280)
Woman X separated, divorced, or widowed 0.487 –0.189 0.641 0.167

(0.341) (0.451) (0.698) (0.484)
Woman X black, non-Hispanic –0.255 –1.047** –0.303 0.610+

(0.295) (0.376) (0.468) (0.326)



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

 n o n s t a n d a r d  w o r K  a n d  t H e  j o b  s e a r c H  15 3

Woman X other, non-Hispanic 0.681 –0.229 1.158 0.0980
(0.726) (0.731) (0.847) (0.751)

Woman X Hispanic –0.376 0.355 0.527 –0.0573
(0.325) (0.399) (0.712) (0.365)

Woman X two or more races, non-Hispanic 0.0161 –0.554 0.302 0.121
(0.609) (0.803) (0.869) (0.555)

Constant –1.856*** –2.681*** –2.944*** –2.231***
(0.229) (0.296) (0.402) (0.281)

Wave fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Clusters 1,390
Observations 16,271

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All standard errors clustered on applicant. Respondents who did 
not report their weeks of unemployment in the baseline survey are coded as being unemployed for the 
mean number of weeks for their baseline employment status. The model contains a separate indicator 
variable for whether this information was missing for the respondent. Occupation controls include the 
twenty-three categories of the SOC system for the previous occupation held by the applicant. The 
model also includes controls for the number of applications submitted by a respondent, the number of 
survey waves they participated in, and whether they did not indicate how many hours they would 
prefer to work for in a week.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table A1. (continued )

Ref = Full Time, Standard Part Time
Temporary-to- 

Permanent Temporary Mixed
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Table A2. Logit Models of Whether an Application Is Perceived as Below Skill, with Interactions

(1) (2)

Below Skill Below Skill

Ref = full time, standard
Part time 1.154*** 1.078***

(0.133) (0.115)
Temporary to permanent 0.684*** 0.827***

(0.188) (0.171)
Temporary 0.447+ 0.375

(0.249) (0.237)
Mixed 0.599*** 0.672***

(0.158) (0.161)
Woman 0.0309 –0.0765

(0.117) (0.0995)
Part time X woman –0.353*

(0.178)
Temporary to permanent X woman –0.183

(0.263)
Temporary X woman 0.151

(0.406)
Mixed X woman –0.221

(0.233)
Ref = white, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic 0.00246 0.0880

(0.127) (0.158)
Other, non-Hispanic –0.170 –0.0300

(0.257) (0.308)
Hispanic 0.172 0.298+

(0.141) (0.177)
Two or more races, non-Hispanic 0.581** 0.729***

(0.210) (0.202)
Ref = age 35–44
18–24 –0.311+ –0.292

(0.186) (0.185)
25–34 –0.233 –0.216

(0.159) (0.158)
45–54 0.198 0.193

(0.144) (0.144)
55–64 0.302* 0.305*

(0.142) (0.140)
Ref = never married
Married or cohabiting –0.0601 –0.0690

(0.120) (0.120)
Separated, divorced, or widowed –0.180 –0.175

(0.152) (0.151)
Ref = some college
Less than high school –0.209 –0.220

(0.250) (0.253)
High school –0.309* –0.317*

(0.127) (0.129)
College or higher –0.235* –0.229*

(0.107) (0.107)
Part time X black, non-Hispanic –0.179

(0.232)
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Part time X other, non-Hispanic –0.517
(0.447)

Part time X Hispanic –0.268
(0.269)

Part time X two or more races, non-Hispanic –0.255
(0.343)

Temporary to permanent X black, non-Hispanic –0.608+

(0.323)
Temporary to permanent X other, non-Hispanic –0.788

(0.776)
Temporary to permanent X Hispanic –0.255

(0.386)
Temporary to permanent X two or more races, non-
Hispanic

–0.990
(0.735)

Temporary X black, non-Hispanic 1.131*
(0.444)

Temporary X other, non-Hispanic 0.218
(0.757)

Temporary X Hispanic –0.269
(0.621)

Temporary X two or more races, non-Hispanic 0.140
(0.848)

Mixed X black, non-Hispanic –0.459
(0.289)

Mixed X other, non-Hispanic –0.191
(0.380)

Mixed X Hispanic –0.264
(0.308)

Mixed X two or more races, non-Hispanic –0.606
(0.493)

Constant –1.791*** –1.803***
(0.258) (0.257)

Occupation controls Yes Yes
Wave fixed effects Yes Yes
Clusters 1,386 1,386
Observations 15,993 15,993

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All standard errors clustered on applicant. Respondents 
who did not report their weeks of unemployment in the baseline survey are coded as being 
unemployed for the mean number of weeks for their baseline employment status. Each model 
contains a separate indicator variable for whether this information was missing for the respon-
dent. Occupation controls include the twenty-three categories of the SOC system for the 
previous occupation held by the applicant. Each model includes controls for the number of 
applications submitted by a respondent, the number of survey waves they participated in, and 
whether they did not indicate how many hours they would prefer to work for in a week.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table A2. (continued )

(1) (2)

Below Skill Below Skill
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