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Executive Summary

Today’s young adults are different. Many claim to want challenging and rewarding careers, yet they do not take 
necessary actions to plan and prepare for these careers. Compared to older generations, they are more likely to move 
from job to job, looking for the right job, much as these young people would surf on the Internet, moving from site to 
site, looking for the right information. Jeff Arnett (2004) revealed in his study of young adults from 18 to 28 that they 
become deeply self absorbed during this period as they search for their personal identity. They become involved in an 
array of experiences, jumping from job to job or experience to experience. Parents provide support by allowing them 
to come home to recharge and financing their activities. The young adults proceed with optimism believing that they 
will have a job when they end the journey.

This white paper describes survey results from over 10,000 young adults between the ages of 18 and 28. The study 
was conducted by a joint research project between MonsterTRAK and the Michigan State University Collegiate 
Employment Research Institute. The purpose of the survey was to profile young adults on their attitudes toward work 
and general life, with an emphasis on understanding why today’s young adults are surfing for the right job.

What you will learn from the study:

1. Many young adults are not bound to organizations by any sense of loyalty or commitment; thus they 
    would leave one organization if they perceived a better offer from another organization. Nearly 65% 
    indicated that they would likely engage in job surfing behaviors during their early careers. They have 
    seen parents, relatives or friends’ parents suffer the consequences of organizational downsizings and 
    eroding benefits over the past 15 years. If organizations are not loyal to their employees, these young 
    adults question why they should be loyal to organizations.

2. Many young adults are confident that they could go back home and live with their parents. Nearly 65% 
    felt they could return home if necessary as they established their post graduation career. This support 
    system allows them the flexibility to seek a variety of experiences before settling down. 

3. Some young adults perceive themselves to be better than others and thus, entitled to better things in life. 
    Nearly 50% held moderate to high superiority beliefs about themselves. This sense of entitlement may 
    encourage young adults to avoid compromises or concessions and to continue their search for an ideal 
    job and career. 

4. Some young adults do not have concrete career goals or plans. About 50% felt that their career-life plans 
    were unfocused or only starting to take shape. Thus, job surfing is used to gain different experiences in 
    order to determine what kind of career would best fit them. 
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Background on Young Adults

Traditionally, adulthood is defined by three states: Financial independence, marriage, and starting a family. In 
contrast, today’s young adults are delaying marriage and parenthood, and often still live with their parents. Popular 
motion picture films like Failure to Launch, attest to the growing trend of young adults who postpone traditional 
adulthood. Are these young people different from previous generations? If their attitudes and values toward life are 
different, what implications do these differences hold for employers and for society as a whole? 

What makes this generation of young adults different from previous ones? Economic, cultural, medical, and historical 
trends have enabled today’s young adults to put off financial and familial responsibilities. Unlike previous generations, 
most of today’s emerging adults are likely to have parents who can still afford to support them well after high school 
and college graduations. Although some parents would rather see their adult children on their own, many 
encourage these young adults to stay home in order to avoid an empty nest. Oftentimes, the high costs of rent 
discourages young people from leaving their parents’ home. Consequently, both young adults and their parents agree 
that living at home will allow young adults to build up their financial savings. 

Cultural attitudes are more tolerant of premarital sex with television programs like Sex in the City supporting lifestyles 
that don’t encourage marriage. Furthermore, medical advances in birth control and fertility, have made it possible for 
more women to postpone childbirth until they are in their 30’s or even 40’s. In 1970, the median age of marriage in 
the U.S. was 20 for women and 22 for men; and children were born shortly thereafter. In 2000, the median age of 
marriage was 25 for women and 27 for men; and parenthood was delayed until the late 20’s.

Finally, recent scandals in government, business, and religion have eroded emerging adults’ trust in traditional 
institutions and leaders from these establishments. Inappropriate and unlawful behaviors from government leaders, 
corporate implosions in financial scandals, and large-scale lawsuits convicting religious leaders of sexual misconduct 
have helped produce a generation of emerging adults who are less likely to trust basic institutions of our society. 
Correspondingly, they are less likely to follow advice from their elders and more likely to take their time to make 
life-changing decisions. 

Descriptions of emerging adults reveal positive and negative pictures. On the positive side, delaying marriage until the 
late 20’s may help reduce teenage pregnancies and early divorces. Delaying career choices may also give emerging 
adults more time to carefully consider alternatives and develop a realistic preview of a chosen career. On the negative 
side, many emerging adults choose to live with their parents and drift in a series of low paying, disconnected jobs, 
saving their money to buy cars, HDTVs, cell phones, etc. They have a sense of entitlement to special attention, extra 
favors, and rewards; but don’t feel obligated to put in the work that might merit these considerations. 

From these trends, the current generation of young adults are qualitatively different from previous generations. 
Many names have been used to describe people between the ages of 18-28 who have not assumed full adult roles; 
including: emerging adults, twixters (people between adolescence and adulthood), Generation X, 13th Generation, 
and the Millennial generation (See Howe and Strauss, 1991, 2000; Time Magazine, January 2005). Most of the 
current research is comprised of qualitative studies, or interviews, conducted on relatively small numbers of people. 
In late 2005, MonsterTRAK launched an electronic survey and collected data from over 10,000 young adults between 
the ages of 18 and 28 as well as data from over 1,400 adults between the ages of 29 and 61. The purpose of the 
survey was to develop a profile of this generation of young adults. Results from the survey are described here in three 
sections: (1) General description of the survey respondents, (2) Comparison of young adults to older adults, and (3) 
Detailed profile of young adults.
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Figure 1. Goal Instability and Superiority by Age Groups

Figure 1 describes how adults in four age 
groups responded to the two personality 
factors: Superiority and Goal Instability. 
In both cases, young adults between the 
ages of 18 and 28 were statistically higher 
than other age groups, meaning that they 
were more likely to agree with statements 
that they were superior to others or that 
their goals were unstable.

Comparison of Young Adults to Older Adults

Five survey scales were used to compare the current generation of young adults with older generations. Two scales 
tapped personality dimensions related to beliefs that one is superior to others (named the Superior factor) and to 
beliefs that one is not sure about oneself or doubts he/she can follow through on goals/work (named the Goal 
Instability factor). The Superior factor was measured by items such as: “I deserve favors from others” and “I know 
that I have more natural talents than most,” whereas the Goal Instability factor was measured by items such as: 
“I wonder where my life is headed” and “I don’t seem to get going on anything important” (Robbins & Patton, 1985). 
Both factors were theorized to describe younger adults more than older adults. In addition, three factors were created 
to assess young adults’ attitudes toward job surfing, career/life vision, and delayed marriage in order to assess how a 
large sample of young adults would describe themselves on these dimensions. The Job Surfing factor was measured 
by items such as: “I would rather try out different work experiences than settle down into one job” and I would be 
willing to endure frequent job changes in order to find a job that fits my interests and abilities.” The Career/Life Vision 
factor was measured by items such as: “I do not have a well-defined career plan” and “I can’t imagine what my life 
will be like 10 years from now.” Finally, the Delayed Marriage factor was measured by two items: “Marriage is not a 
high priority for me at this point” and “I believe I still have a few years to be single before I settle down and get 
married.” For all factors, respondents rated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each statement on a 
five-point rating scale, with higher numbers indicating stronger agreement.

Figure 2. Surfing, Vision, Marriage Factors by Age Groups

Figure 2 shows the four age groups on 
the remaining three factors. Once again, 
the young adult group showed significant 
differences from the other groups, 
indicating that they were more likely to 
job surf and delay marriage and less likely 
to have a concrete vision for career or 
general life.

The results from these age comparisons provide empirical support for the general literature describing these young 
adults. To our knowledge, there are no other studies that empirically examine today’s young adults with such a large 
sample. Next, an in-depth look at this group is provided to examine gender, race, college major, and family income 
effects on these attitudes and personality traits.
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Detailed Profile of Young Adults (Ages 18-28)

This section describes how different segments of the young adult sample responded to our survey scales and 
to particular items of interest. For the whole sample, one item asked respondents to agree or disagree with 
the statement: “I could go back and live with my parents if I needed to” (see figure 3).

Figure 3. Responses to item: “I could go back and live with my parents if I need to.”

Sixty-four percent of the young adults agreed or strongly 
agreed to the statement, indicating that most of these 
young adults believed their parents could support them if 
they were unable to achieve or maintain financial 
independence. Some young adults cited the high costs of  
renting apartments as a reason for staying home with their 
parents. Others cited the benefits of saving their money for 
cars, computers and/or luxury items.

Differences Based on Race/Ethnicity•
For the two personality traits, Superiority and Goal Instability, average responses based on race/ 
ethnicity are graphed in Figure 4. The results for Goal Instability showed Asian respondents were 
significantly higher than other groups, indicating that these young adults were more likely to express 
uncertainty in who they were or doubt in completing work and goals. Likewise, Asians scored higher than 
other groups on the Superiority scale, indicating that they perceived themselves to be more talented than 
others and preferring others to “follow my lead.”

Figure 4. Significant Differences in Personality Traits by Race/Ethnicity
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Figure 5 shows significant differences on the Job Surfing and Career/Life Vision factors. Asian and 
Caucasian young adults were higher than other groups on Job Surfing; thus they were more likely to try 
out different jobs before settling down into a career. For the Asian group, this finding may be linked with 
the previous finding that Asians had higher goal instability. Thus, if one did not have a good sense of 
direction in defining him/herself or goals, then one might be more likely to try out different jobs in search 
for the right job. For the Career/Life Vision factor, Black or African-American young adults were more 
likely to have career plans and specific goals than other groups. Compared to other race/ethnic groups, 
this group was most likely to be financially dependent on family and friends and reported the lowest 
average household income of their parents. We speculate that the greater economic need for a good job 
prompts African-American young adults to be more concerned with career plans and future goals.

Figure 5. Significant Differences on Job Surfing and Job/Life Vision by Race/Ethnicity

Figure 6. Average Ratings on Job Surfing Factor by Parents’ Household Income

A young adult’s socioeconomic status was measured by the general household income of that person’s 
parents. Consistent with our findings on race and Job Surfing, we found that young adults from lower 
income families were less likely to support job surfing than young adults from higher income families.  
Thus, Figure 6 shows economic need may discourage job surfing behaviors.
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Differences Based on Gender•
There were few gender differences on the survey scales. The only differences were found on the 
Superiority scale, where young adult males scored higher than females; and on the Delayed Marriage 
scale, where more men believed marriage was not a high priority, compared with women. Average 
responses on these scales for men and women are shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7. Significant Differences on Superiority and Delayed Marriage Factors by Gender

Differences Based on College Major•
For the Job Surfing factor, there were some significant differences based on a young adult’s college 
major. These differences are shown in Figure 8. Young adults who declared education, health professions, 
or computer science as their college major were least likely to agree that they would try out different 
jobs. Conversely, young adults who declared communications, social science, or liberal arts as their 
college major were most likely to agree that they would surf for the right job. Thus, attitudes toward 
Job Surfing were more positive for young adults who majored in subjects that were less directed toward 
specific occupations.

Figure 8. Average Ratings on Job Surfing Factor by College Major
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Reneging on a Job Acceptance Commitment•
One consequence of job surfing behavior is that the job surfer is not committed or loyal to any 
organization. The survey contained one question that asked young adults to rate the extent to which 
they agreed with the statement: If I accepted one job offer and a better one came along, I would have 
no problems in telling the first company that I changed my mind and would take the better offer. 
Responses to this item appear in Figure 9 and show 44% of young adults agreed or strongly agreed 
with this statement. Many older adults interpreted this finding as a negative reflection on the younger 
generation, commenting that reneging on a job acceptance showed lack of character or ethics.

Figure 9. Average Ratings on Job Surfing Factor by College Major

In contrast, several young adults interviewed expressed surprise that this percentage was not higher. 
Many commented that reneging would be an easy decision because the focus is always to get a better 
offer and the search for something better does not end when one offer is accepted. Others commented 
that they have observed friends and family members lose their jobs and/or benefits and have concluded 
that organizations are not committed or loyal to their employees. Thus, they question why they should be 
loyal to an organization and recognize that their career development may be contingent on changing jobs 
and changing organizations.
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Emerging Patterns

By comparing job surfing and career/life plans, we have identified four potential groups for further study.

Group 1 - Low job surfing intentions and low career plan development. 
This group has not spent much time considering their career options and may not yet know the types of experiences 
they need to obtain to progress toward their career interests. We expect that these will be younger respondents who 
are focusing on their academic coursework and have not devoted much time to career planning. Their situation should 
change as they gain experience; however, we commonly encounter students who are so wrapped up in their academic 
pursuits that by graduation they have yet to post graduation plans. 

Group 2 - Low job surfing intentions and high career plan development. 
This group is best defined as motivated and directed. They know where they want to go and have a clearer 
understanding of how to manage an early career. We would expect members of this group to be eagerly sought after 
by employers as they can define their skills and articulate how they can help the company.
 

Group 3 - High job surfing intentions and low career plan development. 
Members of this group may be characterized as aimless. After graduation they are not sure what they want to do 
and are having trouble defining themselves (self-identity). Thus, as Arnett has found, they engage in a variety of 
experiences to find out who they are. These experiences can be extremely valuable personally and to society from 
assisting with disaster relief, teaching English in foreign countries, and volunteering with community organizations. 
Others may seek short-term employment to try out different types of work. There is nothing wrong with this picture. 
The concern comes in whether these individuals have the ability and support to reflect on these experiences, to make 
sense of how they have shaped them, and to leverage these experiences into a successful career. If they are merely 
collecting experiences in hopes that something sticks (in other words they get lucky!), perhaps future research can 
identify predictors of this group and intervention programs to help them.
 

Group 4 - High job surfing and high career plan development. 
These individuals are what Schneider and Stevenson (2000) characterized as motivated but directionless. They 
know where they want to go but they are not sure how to get there. Job surfing will serve as a means to find the 
right position in the right company. The length of time one stays in this directionless state will probably vary. Some 
will find their footing with only a few job moves while others can be expected to make numerous moves before they 
settle down.
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Final Thoughts

The profile of today’s young adults described in this report has also been used to describe young adults in countries 
outside the U.S. In the United Kingdom, a new acronym, KIPPERS, describes “Kids In Parents’ Pockets, Eroding 
Retirement Savings.” In Germany, nesthocker describes young adult squatters living with their parents; in Japan, 
freeter describes job hopping young adults who are living at home; and in Italy, mammone describes a young adult 
who won’t give up mama’s cooking and still lives at home. Thus, some of the concerns about how young adults are 
transitioning from college are also being experienced in many developed countries. These young adults may pose 
challenges for organizations, companies and societies for several years to come as we learn how to integrate them 
into the workplace.

Organizations that hire these young adults may benefit from a better understanding of this new generation of 
workers. Recruitment practices, orientation programs, and socialization practices should be designed to better 
integrate young adults into the workforce. Young adults are looking for the best fit between what they want (but may 
not be able to define) and the company. Recruitment practices would benefit from clearly branding the company’s 
values and environment; for example, using blogs where recently hired employees can talk with potential new hires 
about the company. Orientation programs need to focus on more than the formal procedures and processes within 
the company. Time needs to be earmarked for activities that allow new hires to mix with a variety of co-workers and 
to express their personal and professional values. Allowing new hires to experience a variety of different positions or 
activities will provide the sense of job surfing but increase the probability of retaining new hires.

Future research on these young adults should be conducted to better predict who is likely to engage in job surfing, 
who may be likely to renege on an organizational commitment, and who is likely to develop a successful career 
plan and concrete life goals. This project is a step in this direction. Results from this research will not only help 
organizations recruit and retain young talent, but also help young adults find successful and satisfying careers.
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Summary

 
Results from the survey revealed the following key points:•
•
• Many young adults are confident that they could go back home and live with their parents. This support 
   system allows them the flexibility to seek a variety of experiences before settling down. Parents provide a 
   safety net for young adults to surf for the right job. Organizations can provide realistic job previews to 
   these young adults during the recruitment and selection stages in order to maximize the fit between what 
   a young adult wants and what an employer provides. 
 
• Some young adults perceive themselves to be better than others and thus, entitled to better things in life. 
   This sense of entitlement may encourage young adults to avoid compromises or concessions and to 
   continue their search for an ideal job and career. They may not know what they want, but they know after 
   working a particular job, that it is not what they want. Thus, job surfing is used to gain different 
   experiences in order to determine what kind of career would best fit them. Men were more likely to 
   describe themselves as superior, compared to women. In addition, Asian-Americans were more likely to 
   describe themselves as superior, compared to other race/ethnic groups. This sense of entitlement may be 
   one explanation for why young adults are job surfing. Future research would be needed to explore reasons 
   for these group differences. 
 
• Some young adults do not have concrete career goals or plans. Among race/ethnic groups, 
   African-Americans were most likely to have a vision for their career or general life. These young adults 
   may be attracted to organizations that provide career guidance.
 
• Job surfing is more likely for young adults who declared their college major in liberal arts, social sciences 
   or communications. These young adults may benefit from managers who take an active interest in their 
   careers and who are knowledgeable about career options within the organization. Conversely, job surfing 
   is less likely for young adults who declared their college major in education, health professions, or 
   computer science. In addition, job surfing is less likely for young adults who come from lower 
   socioeconomic family backgrounds or from African-American and Hispanic young adults. 
 
• Many young adults are not bound to organizations by any sense of loyalty or commitment; thus they 
   would leave one organization if they perceived a better offer from another organization. They have seen 
   parents and relatives suffer the consequences of organizational downsizings and eroding benefits. If 
   organizations are not loyal to their employees, these young adults question why they should be loyal to 
   organizations. Perhaps this is the price organizations pay for recent downsizings. However, this is a 
   general attitude that may not describe a particular organization’s practices, values, or culture. Recruiters 
   may want to emphasize how the organization values employee commitment and how a job acceptance is 
   a serious decision that should not be made lightly.
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General Description of Survey Respondents

Table 1 describes the young adults who participated in the survey. Most respondents are between the ages of 
20-23, female, Caucasian, living on campus or at home with their parents. Respondents come from a variety of 
different socioeconomic backgrounds, based on the general household income of their parents. Finally, most of the 
survey respondents are either attending college or are college graduates with bachelor’s degrees.

Table 1. Respondent Characteristics; Number and Percent ()

Age: 18-28 year olds:  		  10,259 (88) 
         29-39 year olds:  		  1,046  (9)
         40-50 year olds:   		  310  (3)
         51-61 year olds:    		  89  (1) 

Race: 
  Black/African-American: 		  817 (8)
  Asian/Asian-American:  		  1812 (18) 
  Caucasian:       			   6026 (59)
  Hispanic/Latino(a):    		  650  (6)
  Other:         				   934  (9) 

Gender: 
    Males:  				    3120  (30)
    Females: 				    7122  (70)

Lifestyle: Living on or at
 Campus:          			   2831 (28)
 Home with parents:    	  	 2568 (25)
 Own with support from parent: 	 2383 (23)
 Own, supporting self:     		  1964 (19)
 Own, supporting self & others: 	 471  (5)

Parents’ Household Income:
    Under $20,000:   			  874  (9)
    $20,001 – 40,000: 		  1535 (15)
    $40,001 – 60,000: 		  1671 (16)
    $60,001 – 80,000: 		  1674 (16)
    $80,001 – 100,000: 		  1403 (14)
    Above $100,001: 			  1879 (18)

Highest Education Level Completed:
  High school grad. or GED:   	 188 (2)
  Some college:        			  3761 (37)
  Associate’s degree:       		  555 (5)
  Bachelor’s degree:       		  4283 (42) 
  Some post-graduate:      		  423 (4)
  Master’s degree:       		   915 (9)
  Professional (MD, JD, PhD):   	 104 (1)

Note: Data for all categories, except age, are 
focused on respondents who are between 18-28 
years of age.

Note: not all categories total to 10,259 due 
to missing data.
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Appendix

 And how 
to keep them
  that way

1-800-MONSTER (666-7837)


