
Perceived job insecurity in early careers:  
a tale of two French cohorts
Employment instability and economic uncertainty have increased in many industrialized 

countries in the last two decades, giving rise to perceived employment insecurity among 

workers. It has been shown that perceived job insecurity (PJI) significantly modifies 

economic behaviours such as saving, consumption and entry to further education, 

reduces job performance and generates adverse health and well-being effects. For 

these reasons, a better understanding of its determinants and multidimensional 

nature is crucial. However, few studies have specifically addressed the antecedents and 

evolution of subjective job insecurity in the early years of the working life. Nevertheless, 

the uncertainty associated with this particular stage of working life is conducive to the 

emergence of such feelings. We here examine this issue in the case of France.
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Although they affect only a minority, young 
people’s perceived job insecurity (PJI) (Box 1) 
can be put into clearer perspective by means 

of a longitudinal analysis that traces how they have 
evolved over time. The 1998 and 2010 Génération sur-
veys facilitate such an analysis: four successive waves 
of the survey enable us to track the young people of 
the 1998 cohort during the first ten years of their wor-
king lives, while the 2010 cohort has been surveyed 
twice in the course of their working lives, at the 3 and 
5-year marks (see Boxes 1 and 2). Graphic representa-
tion of these data elicits two immediate observations. 
Firstly, in both surveys and each of the successive sets 
of observations, the unemployed were significantly 
more anxious than those in precarious employment, 
who were themselves considerably more anxious than 
the young people in stable employment. At any point 
in time, therefore, each cohort’s feelings of insecurity 
were linked in part to the employment situation. This 
is only partly the case, however, since the data show, 
secondly, that PJI evolved in the opposite direction for 
each cohort: for one,it increased continuously over the 
10 years of the observation period, while for the 2010 
cohort it declined over the five-year period.
In order to understand these different dynamics, the 
analysis is conducted at three different levels. The first 
is the inter-cohort level; by tracking two cohorts that 
started their working lives 12 years apart, we are able 
to investigate the impact of the economic situation. 

The second is the individual level, which enables us to 
identify the occupational and personal trajectories that 
encourage or reduce anxiety. The final level is a more 
subjective one, in which the focus is on the reasons the 
young people put forward in order to explain their fee-
lings of insecurity. 

Feelings of job insecurity depend on the 
economic situation

From a dynamic point of view, the contrasting evolution 
of the feelings of insecurity within the 1998 and 2010 
cohorts begins to make sense when viewed in the light 
of the different economic contexts in which the two co-
horts spent the early years of their working lives. Having 
entered the labour market in a favourable economic 
situation (relatively low and declining youth unemploy-
ment rate), relatively few of the young people of the 
1998 cohort said they were anxious at the outset (16% 3 
years into their working lives in 2001). Anxiety levels rose 
as the economic environment deteriorated. In the au-
tumn of 2008, however, when unemployment had been 
declining for 2 years, the share of young people in this 
cohort who were feeling anxious was still rising sharply 
(26 %). This was the period when the financial crisis was 
happening, and it is likely that these young people, des-
pite being well integrated into the labour market (73% 
of them were in stable jobs at the end of 2008), were 
anticipating the coming economic crisis and its negative 
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repercussions on employment.
The cohort that left education in 2010 entered the la-
bour market under much less favourable conditions, 
which may explain why the level of anxiety among these 
young people three years into their working lives, at 
28%, was significantly greater than among their elders 
in 2001. However, the share of those feeling anxious in 
this cohort was to drop in the following two years, al-
though the economic situation did not improve. It was 
as if these young people had internalised the long-term 
deterioration in the labour market situation and were 
not worrying overmuch about the lack of career pros-
pects it might imply. Thus the decline in anxiety can be 
explained by an improvement in their employment si-
tuation. After all, these young people had experienced 
a more complicated start to their working lives than the 
older cohort: having taken longer to find employment 
(68% in work at the 3-year mark compared with 82% for 
the 1998 cohort) and with a lower share of stable em-
ployment (59% of the economically active in stable em-
ployment at the 3-year mark compared with 64%), they 
had more scope to improve their employment situation 
by the 5-year mark.

Perceived job insecurity: firstly a question of 
employment

However, the economic situation is not sufficient to ex-
plain the evolution of the feelings of insecurity. Thus it 
is surprising that such feelings decreased among the 
young people of the 2010 cohort in precarious employ-
ment or without a job at all even though the econo-
mic situation had not improved. One initial hypothesis 
would be that these precarious employment situations 
were in many cases one-offs rather than recurrent.   And 
in fact, the feelings of insecurity shared by more than 
half of the unemployed who had hardly ever worked 
remained more or less stable (51% after 3 years and 
50% after 5 years). Another, complementary hypothesis 
would be that some of the young people had got used 

to or come to terms with precarity, either because they 
assumed it to be an inherent part of their occupations 
(workers in the entertainment industry or seasonal 
workers, for example) or because they saw sequences 
of training courses and precarious, subsidised jobs as a 
‘normal’ mode of labour market integration in an eco-
nomic environment long characterised by mass unem-
ployment. Echoing this interpretation, the feelings of in-
security among young people faced with precarity on a 
recurrent basis but who had experienced few periods of 
unemployment fell by 4.5 percentage points between 
2013 and 2015, as if the mere fact of being in work, even 
without stable contracts, was in itself sufficient to reas-
sure some of them.
In order to disentangle the personal and work-related 
factors that, in a given economic situation, influence 
young people’s level of anxiety, a model of this feeling 
among the 2010 cohort after five years of their working 
lives was constructed. The model includes the following 
dimensions: gender, social origin, qualifications, educa-
tional career, occupational trajectory over 5 years and, 
of course, the employment situation at the time of the 
survey (see the digital supplement, Table 2). It confirms, 
firstly, the decisive impact of the employment situation: 
a young person who was unemployed or inactive was si-
gnificantly more anxious than one in work or, to a lesser 
extent, in training. Thus all things being equal, training 
is regarded as an investment that offers reassurance 
about future careers prospects while inactivity, whether 
voluntary or not, is perceived as distancing individuals 
from employment. Five years into their working lives, 
the impact of their past trajectories is reflected in a hi-
gher level of anxiety among those young people who 
had been through numerous periods of unemploy-
ment but lower among those who had had several jobs. 
After all, provided the jobs succeed each other quickly, 
occupational mobility often enables young people to 
improve their situation. 

The contrasting impact of qualification 
levels

As might be expected, a successful academic record (dis-
tinction in the bac) helps people to regard their employ-
ment prospects with optimism. However, five years af-
ter leaving education and given comparable situations, 
the level of qualification attained only offers a relatively 
moderate level of protection against anxiety. In absolute 
terms, after all, those young people with lower seconda-
ry qualifications only were by far the most anxious, while 
graduates of the elite engineering and business schools 
had every confidence in their futures because of the 
degrees they had obtained and the excellence of their 
academic records. Nevertheless, given comparable em-
ployment situations, secondary school qualifications 
(CAP, BEP and the general baccalauréat) and the general 
bachelor’s degree offer greater protection from anxiety 
than higher qualifications. Thus PJI is greater among 
those with PhDs and lower among holders of lower se-
condary vocational school qualifications  than among 
those with the technological or vocational Baccalauréat.
Thus it would seem that, while qualifications play a role 

This study is based on data produced by the 1998 and 2010 Génération surveys, in 
which perceived job insecurity was evaluated by the following question: 
How do you see your future at work?
1 – you are rather anxious
2 – you are rather optimistic
3 – don’t know (not mentioned by the interviewer)
This question was put to all the young people, whether in work or not, in each wave of 
the surveys, i.e. on four occasions in the case of the 1998 cohort (in 2001, 2003, 2005 
and 2008) and twice in the case of the 2010 cohort (in 2013 and 2015). It is possible, 
therefore, through the responses given by the young people who said they were anx-
ious about their future careers, to track the evolution of each cohort’s feelings of job 
insecurity and then to investigate the environment in which those feelings evolved in 
the light of the young people’s personal situations and characteristics. The profiles of 
anxious individuals detailed below relate to the situation of the 2010 cohort 5 years af-
ter leaving the education system, but additional analyses show that the determining 
factors remained relatively stable from one survey to the next. 
Furthermore, for the first time, the interviews in the second round of the 2010 co-
hort included a question about the reasons for this anxiety among those young peo-
ple in work.  

Evaluating the feelings of insecurity in the 1998 and 2010 
Génération surveys 

1
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at the point of transition from education to work by 
granting access to the current employment conditions, 
they are not (or are no longer) a guarantee of a reassu-
ring future in the world of work. An individual’s employ-
ment conditions and the associated career prospects 
have a much more significant effect.

The influence of biographical factors

Having declared oneself to be anxious during the pre-
vious round of questioning tended to increase current 
anxiety very sharply regardless of an individual’s situa-
tion. This suggests that certain individuals have a grea-
ter or lesser predisposition to anxiety. Moreover, a much 
higher level of anxiety is observed among those young 
people who said they had suffered discrimination in the 
recruitment process or that they suffered from ill health 
or a handicap. Thus anxiety is evidently correlated with 
(if not explained by) factors out of the control of young 
people. On this point, it should be added that women 
always declare themselves to be more anxious about 
their career prospects than men, regardless of their si-
tuations. This difference can also be observed among 
young women entering higher education, even if they 
have better academic records (see Further Reading, ar-
ticle by J.-P. Caille et al.).
Living with a partner provides reassurance, while li-
ving alone or, to an even greater extent, with one’s pa-

rents at the 5-year mark increases anxiety. Those who 
interrupted their education for financial reasons also 
turned out to be more anxious five years later. On the 
other hand, having left education in order to take a job 
makes people more optimistic. There is evidently a link 
between autonomy, particularly financial autonomy, 
and level of anxiety.

When young people in work are prey to 
anxiety about their future 

Unsurprisingly, for individuals in employment (Table 
3 in the digital supplement), the least stable situations 
(part-time employment and precarious employment 
statuses such as fixed-term contracts, temp agency 
work or subsidised jobs) increased the feeling of job 
insecurity. Those who said they had suffered discrimina-
tion within their companies were also three times more 
likely to feel anxious.  Conversely, being in a manage-
ment or supervisory position, working in a state com-
pany or having been promoted internally were all situa-
tions that offered protection against anxiety. The same 
is true for those living in the Île-de-France rather than 
the provinces, a finding that can be explained by the 
concentration of jobs around the capital. Moreover, the 
more young people considered the jobs they held were 
in keeping with their initial education and/or training, 
the greater the degree of protection against feelings of 

Evolution of the perceived job insecurity in the 1998 and 2010 Génération surveys2

Young people’s feeling of insecurity:

Example: In the spring of 2003, 21% of the cohort of young people who left the education 
system in 1998 said they were anxious about their career prospects; this applied to 40% 
of those who were unemployed on the same date, whereas 18.3% of the under-25s were 
unemployed.
Cf. Box 1 for the methodology used to construct the indicator.
 
Source: 1998 and 2010 Génération surveys. Insee unemployment figures.

1998 cohort tracked over 10 years (1998-2008)
2010 cohort tracked over 5 years (2010-2015)

In precarious employment
In stable employment

Unemployed

Cohort as a whole

28

36

31

48

17

Share of anxious young people Unemployment rate among the under-25s

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

n Génération 1998
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16

21 21

26

16

9

16

40

35
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24

37

51

40
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in precarious employment

cohort as a whole

in stable employment

+ 3 years into working life + 5 years + 7 years + 10 years

22

10 %

20 %

30 %

40 %

50 %

0

+ 3 years into working life  + 5 years

n Génération 2010
unemployed

Unemployment rate among the under-25s
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Further reading

job insecurity that education provided.  
More surprisingly, young people’s anxiety increased 
with seniority in the company. One possible initial expla-
nation might be that fear of losing a privileged position, 
or one regarded as such, outweighs the feeling of confi-
dence that  becoming firmly established in a job is sup-
posed to produce. However, there is another possible 
explanation, namely that the time spent in a job could 
be experienced not as a privileged situation but rather 
as stagnation in the same position without any prospect 
of moving to a more advantageous or better protected 
situation. In this case, seniority would reflect a gradual 
deterioration in working and employment conditions.

The reasons for perceived job insecurity 
given by young people 

When questioned about the reasons for their anxiety, 
the young people referred first to reasons directly 
connected with their work environment (see Box 3), 
such as little expectation of obtaining the job they 
wanted (67%), a lack of career prospects (51%) or a fee-
ling that they had explored all aspects of their current 
occupation (24 %). More than one young person in two 
attributed their anxiety to fear of a downgrading of their 
employment status, worried as they were that they 
would not find another position with similar conditions 
if they should lose their job. Finally, more than one third 
(38%) said there was a direct threat to their jobs. Fur-
thermore, the fact of holding (or not holding) a stable 
job had very little impact on the reasons put forward, 
which highlights the fact that the causes of feelings of 
job insecurity go far beyond the precarity of the em-
ployment contract.

In addition to these explicitly stated reasons, there is 
also the young people’s perceptions of the macroe-
conomic context which, as we have seen, can make 

individual situations more or less bearable depending 
on whether it is perceived as temporary or potentially 
long-lasting. Finally, whether or not a particular situa-
tion is experienced as ‘anxiogenic’ depends also on the 
difficulties an individual may have encountered (poor 
health, a lack of financial independence, unfinished edu-
cation, feelings of discrimination etc.), which make some 
people particularly vulnerable to anxiety, even though 
the majority declare themselves to be optimistic. 
Much research has shown that, regardless of their cause, 
feelings of job insecurity reduce satisfaction and well-
being at work and may even be damaging to health. 
Thus just as the causes of such feelings are diverse and 
changing, the levers for successful intervention are 
themselves necessarily diverse as well. 
The most obvious response to the forms of anxiety lin-
ked to the absence or loss of a jobs would be a sustained 
and sustainable economic recovery that would gene-
rate jobs and career opportunities. Labour legislation, 
like all policies designed to offer people greater security 
in their working lives and to foster lifelong learning, can 
mitigate these feelings of insecurity by improving wor-
kers’ employability and raising their skill levels, despite 
the fact that their effects may be felt only in the long 
term. In particular, they are a means of counteracting 
the anxiety linked to the erosion of favourable working 
conditions, which in some cases have been hard won. 
For their part, the purpose of measures on equality at 
work and anti-discrimination legislation is to combat 
the causes of the sources of anxiety that are most unjust, 
since they are linked to stereotypes. Finally, the increase 
in feelings of insecurity caused by a lack of financial 
resources to pursue or complete one’s education is an 
argument in favour of providing economic support for 
these students, during both their initial education and 
their school-to-work transition. If young people’s confi-
dence in their future careers is to be restored, then all of 
these dimensions have to taken into account. 

International studies on the topic of subjective job insecurity list three main reasons. 
In the 2010 Génération survey, these three reasons served as a matrix for the range of 
items from which the young people in employment surveyed in 2015 were asked to 
choose. Several items could be selected, which produced several combinations of rea-
sons for anxiety. 
Anxiety linked to the occupational and work environment
67 % - Because the chance of obtaining the job you want is (seems to you) low.
51 % - Because your prospects for career advancement are blocked.
24 % - Because you have stopped learning or progressing in your chosen occupation.
4 % - Reasons linked to working conditions, salary and/or working time.*
3 % - Because of my inadequate [qualifications, skills, competences, experience] or 
the need to train or retrain.*
Fears of a drop in status
56 % - Because if you were to lose your job, you fear you would not find another job 
with the same conditions of employment and salary.
Fears linked to job 
38 % - Because your job is at risk.
6 % - Because of difficulties linked to the sector or area of activity.*
4 % - Because of the macroeconomic environment.*
4 % - Because of the precariousness of my situation.*
The items marked * are the result of an a posteriori recoding of the responses given 
under the heading ‘For another reason’ (10.6%).

A more detailed look at the reasons for anxiety given by the young people3


