
Issue Brief

35 and Under in the Public Sector

Comparisons by Race and Ethnicity

The data that follows is drawn from MissionSquare Research Institute’s nationally 
representative online survey of 1,004 state and local government employees aged 35 
and under, conducted by Greenwald Research in March and April 2023. For overall 
results, see: 35 and Under in the Public Sector: Why Younger Workers Enter and Why 
They Stay (or Don’t).

Respondent Demographics

Figure 1 displays the breakdown of respondents by race/ethnicity.  For a more comprehensive 
view of workforce demographics and participation by occupation, see Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion in the Public Service Workforce.

Figure 1 
Race/Ethnicity

NOTE: Data sums to more than 
100% due to respondents checking 

more than one response.

Native American

Asian or Pacific Islander

Black or African American

Hispanic/Latino/Spanish descent

White or Caucasian 66%

18%

15%

4%

1%

The small number of Asian or Pacific Islander and Native American respondents precluded 
including those categories in the breakouts below.  

For consistency, the same three categories are shown in each of the graphs, tables, or notes 
below, regardless of the statistical significance of the differences between them.

https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
https://research.missionsq.org/posts/workforce/35andunder
https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2021/09/deireport_092421.pdf
https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2021/09/deireport_092421.pdf
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Figure 2 
Age

White

Hipsanic

African American

18-25 26-30 31-35

22% 36% 42%

22% 40% 39%

11% 34% 55%

As shown in Figure 2, a larger share of White respondents was older (55% age 31-35). Meanwhile, half 
as many White employees (11%) as African American or Hispanic employees (22%) were ages 18-25.

Breakouts by gender, marital status, and education are presented in Figures 3-5. 

Figure 3 
Percentage Female

African
American

Hispanic White
51%

68%
61%

Figure 4
Marital Status

White

Hispanic

African American

Single, never married Married Not married, but living with a partner

Divorced or separated Prefer not to say

63% 21% 12%

48% 35% 11%

37% 44% 15%

Figure 5
Highest Level of 

Education Completed
White

Hispanic

African American

Graduated high school Some college (no degree)

Associate’s degree or completion of technical or vocational school

Bachelor’s degree Graduate/professional degree

12% 23% 14%

15% 49% 18%

8% 43% 34%

31% 19%

12%6%

10%4%

Hispanic or African American employees (17% and 15%, respectively) were 3x more likely to have a salary less 
than $25,000 compared to White employees (5%).
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Employment

The most common job tenure length among Hispanic or African American employees was quite 
short (0-1 years or 2-3 years, respectively; see Figure 6). Among White employees, responses 
were evenly split between 2-3 years and 6 or more years (29% each). 

Figure 6 
Years with Current 

Employer

6 or more years4-5 years2-3 years0-1 years

African American Hispanic White

36%

24%
22%

37%

27%
29%

19% 18% 18%
22%

19%

29%

Respondents’ occupations did not differ significantly by race or ethnicity, except that Hispanic 
employees were more likely to work in health and human services (22%) than were African 
American or White employees (10% each). Regarding outside employment, African American 
individuals were far more likely to have a second job (35%) than were Hispanic employees (19%; 
see Figure 7). 

Figure 7 
Are you also 

currently being paid 
for any secondary 

employment, either 
full-time or part-time?

WhiteHispanicAfrican American

35%

19%

25%

Prior Part-Time Or Temporary Work In State/Local Government

21% of African American
employees had performed 
prior contractual or gig work, 
compared with less than 5% of 
Hispanic and White employees.

More than 50% of Hispanic
and White employees reported 
no prior part-time or temporary 
roles, compared to 34% of 
African American employees.

2x more White than African
American employees came to 
their current job from outside 
the public sector (33% vs 16%)1. 
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Motivation and Priorities

Respondents were asked what factors attracted them to the public sector in the first place, how 
they prioritized those factors, and how their priorities differed from their actual experience once 
on the job. For overall data on those questions, see the full report.

For the top factor that attracted people to the public sector, African American and Hispanic 
employees were more likely to identify salary (20%), while White employees were more likely to 
identify personal satisfaction (15%; see Figure 8).2 

Figure 8 
Top Factor that 

Attracted You to Work 
in the Public Sector 

in the First Place

Personal satisfaction the job gives meSalary

20% 20%

10%
7% 7%

15%

African American Hispanic White
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Financial Concerns and Understanding

There were no significant differences by race/ethnicity in the percentage who identified debt as 
a major/minor problem (values ranged from 68% to 77%). Likewise, the percentages who feel 
very stressed does not vary significantly by race/ethnicity (values range from 30 to 39%). However, 
African American employees were more likely to respond that they are “not at all stressed” (10%) 
compared to Hispanic or White employees (1% and 3%, respectively). 

Additional financial concerns or interests are shown in Figures 9 and 10.

Figure 9 
How worried are you 
about the following? 

(extremely or very worried)

Losing your jobLosing a major amount
of your  savings due to

volatility in the stock market

Making a mistake
with how you are

managing your finances

Not being able to
afford an unexpected 

expense of $1,000

45%

African American Hispanic White

49%

34%
42%

48%

34%

24%
20%

13%

27%
23%

8%

Some public sector employers have Benefits Advisory Committees, which are committees 
made up of employees and other stakeholders who review benefit offerings and make 
recommendations about potential changes to benefits. Figure 10 shows the differing levels of  
interest by race/ethnicity in participating in such a committee.

Figure 10 
How interested 

would you be in 
participating in a 

Benefits Advisory 
Committee? (very or 

somewhat interested) WhiteHispanicAfrican American

67%

45%
53%
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Figure 11 
How well do you 

understand the 
following? (excerpt; 

very/somewhat well)

NOTE: Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

How your employer’s retirement plans are taxed

How much you need to save before retiring

How much you should be
 saving for retirement at this stage of life

How to identify the benefits that are 
most relevant/important for you 

at this stage of your career

How much investment risk to take
with retirement savings

African American Hispanic White

66%
37%

47%

75%
55%

66%

68%
50%

55%

66%
48%

51%

58%
41%

46%

On 5 of 11 key retirement issues (as shown in Figure 11), African American employees are more 
likely to respond that they understand the subject very/somewhat well compared to Hispanic or 
White employees. On the remaining issues surveyed, there were no significant differences by 
race/ethnicity. 

African American employees are also less likely to desire further information on certain  
retirement issues: 

% wanting more information

African 
American Hispanic White

How much you need to save before retiring 39% 48% 57%

How much investment risk to take with retirement savings 24% 34% 39%

How your employer’s retirement plans are taxed 24% 32% 39%

How the defined benefit plan you are participating in works 4% 12% 13%

African American employees were significantly more likely to be working with a financial 
professional (see Figure 12). 

Figure 12  
Do you currently 

work with one 
or more financial 

professionals?

WhiteHispanicAfrican American

34%

12%

20%
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Hispanic and White employees were more likely to turn to coworkers for advice about benefits 
(see Figure 13). 

Figure 13  
Who, if anyone, 
do you turn to 

for advice about 
employee benefits? 

(select all that apply)

NOTE: Includes advice about 
which benefits are right for you, 

which options/choices to choose 
within benefits, and/or how 

to navigate the benefit system 
in general. This graph shows 

only those responses that vary 
significantly by race/ethnicity.

A mentor at workA financial professional 
outside of work

Social mediaCoworkers/colleagues

31%

African American Hispanic White

46% 34%

18%

8% 6%

18%

6%

13% 15% 14%

22%

Regarding savings behavior, Hispanic and White employees were more likely to say that 
they could not afford to save more for retirement (both 61%) compared to African American 
employees (46%; see Figure 14). 

Figure 14  
Which of the 

following are reasons 
why you don’t save 

more than you do 
for retirement? 

(select all that apply)

NOTE: Among those who 
responded they should be 

saving more.  This graph shows 
only those responses that vary 

significantly by race/ethnicity.
I don’t have access 

to a good retirement plan
I don’t know if I’ll be with 
my employer long enough

 to make it worth it

I can’t afford to 
save/save more

I have other saving priorities 
(e.g., education, to buy a home)

37%

African American Hispanic White

47%

56%

46%

61% 61%

20%

5%

16% 15%

7% 6%

70% of African American 
employees wish they had a 
mentor at work who could 
give advice about employee 
benefits and would likely seek 
out their help (compared to 
63% of Hispanic employees 
and 53% of White employees)

78% of White employees 
reported other financial priorities 
ahead of saving for retirement 
(compared to 72% of African 
American employees and 64% 
of Hispanic employees)

20% of White employees 
reported negative morale 
about work (compared to 12% 
of African American employees 
and 9% of Hispanic employees; 
somewhat or strongly negative)
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Areas where job satisfaction varies widely by race or ethnicity are shown in Figure 15, with the 
greatest variation being on opinions of colleagues/coworkers, with 65% of Hispanic employees 
satisfied compared to 46% of African American employees. 

Figure 15  
To what extent 

are you satisfied 
with the following 

aspects of your job? 
(select all that apply)

NOTE: Percentage indicating very 
or extremely satisfied. On other 
priorities not shown (e.g., salary, 

28% satisfied), responses did not 
vary significantly by race/ethnicity 

Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

Ability to serve my community

Job security

Potential for career advancement

Non-traditional benefits (e.g., tuition assistance
 or student loan repayment, childcare assistance)

The quality of my boss/supervisor

The quality of my colleagues/coworkers

African American Hispanic White

46%
65%

61%

52%
68%

57%

39%
33%

25%

48%
37%

34%

62%
67%

74%

54%
66%
66%

Among other workplace priorities, the greatest variation was on the importance of employer and 
employee values aligning, with 69% of White employees rating that as important compared to 
49% of Hispanic employees (see Figure 16). 

Figure 16  
How important is it  

to you that the place 
you work...  

(somewhat/very important)

NOTE: Percentage indicating 
very or extremely satisfied. On 

other priorities not shown (e.g., is 
mindful of creating an inclusive 

and welcoming environment for 
all identities, 63% somewhat/very 
important), responses did not vary 

significantly by race/ethnicity.

Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

Has a culture of intellectual engagement

Has strong team dynamics

Is highly professional

Has other young people

Allows you to see the direct impact you are having

Improves communities

Aligns with your values

African American Hispanic White

67%
57%

55%

69%
57%
58%

63%
55%

48%

54%
39%

49%

68%
51%

54%

71%
61%

52%

69%
49%

56%
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Figure 17  
Of these same 

characteristics, which 
of the following 

do you believe is 
true of your current 

employer?  

(select all that apply)

NOTE: On other priorities not 
shown (e.g., has strong team 

dynamics, 46%), responses did not 
vary significantly by race/ethnicity.

Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

Is innovative and entrepreneurial

Is mindful of creating an inclusive 
and welcoming environment for all identities

Aligns with your values

Has other young people

Improves communities

Allows you to see the direct 
impact you are having

African American Hispanic White

26%
42%

49%

39%
54%

58%

36%
49%

53%

29%
42%
42%

35%
48%
48%

21%
25%

15%

On that same topic, 42% of both Hispanic and White employees feel that their employer’s values 
actually do align with their own values (see Figure 17). The greatest variation was on whether 
working with their current employer allows them to see the direct impact they are having, with 
49% of White employees agreeing compared to 26% of African American employees. 

Figure 18 displays feelings about one’s place within the organization, with Hispanic employees 
most likely to say they feel valued (71%), compared to 51% of African American employees. 

Figure 18  
To what extent do 

you agree or disagree 
with the following? 

(strongly/somewhat agree)

My current career path is a good fit
 for my overall life goals

I feel like I belong at my workplaceI feel valued as an employee at work

51%

African American Hispanic White

71%
66% 62%

79% 75%

60% 60%
71%
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Figure 19  
How likely would you 

be to recommend 
a career in public 

service to a friend 
or family member? 
(extremely/very likely)

WhiteHispanicAfrican American

58% 60%

41%

African American (58%) and Hispanic employees (60%) are about equally likely to recommend 
a career in public service to a friend or family member, compared to just 41% of White 
employees (see Figure 19). This may be attributable to what they are looking for in an 
employer, their impressions of whether those ideals are being met, overall positive/negative 
morale, or other factors.

White employees were also least likely to say they would prefer to remain in the government 
sector (see Figure 20), and most likely to say they are burned out from the stress of the job 
(see Figure 21). 

Figure 20  
Of those considering 
changing jobs, which 

of the following 
best describes the 

type of job change 
you have in mind?

NOTE: Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

You’d like to leave the government sector entirely

You’d like to stay with the same employer, but
 would like a different role/level/number of hours

You’d like to stay in the same general
line of work, but with a different employer

You’d like to change the industry/department
you work for, but want to remain in

the government sector

African American Hispanic White

32%
17%

35%

23%
19%

33%

23%
32%

18%

16%
17%

24%

Figure 21  
Why are you 
considering 

changing jobs? 

(select all that apply)

NOTE: On other reasons not 
shown (e.g., higher salary, 

71%), responses did not vary 
significantly by race/ethnicity.

Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

The nature of my job has changed

Want a promotion /
 want to advance my career

Burned out from stress of job

African American Hispanic White

28%
15%

47%

28%
57%

41%

9%
10%

18%



11  |  Issue Brief: 35 and Under in the Public Sector — Comparisons by Race and Ethnicity

Looking at a longer career horizon, whether or not they stay with their current employer, 52% of 
White employees indicate a desire to stay in the public sector until they retire, compared to 27% 
of African American employees (see Figure 22).

Figure 22  
Whether or not you 

stay with your current 
employer, how 

long do you intend 
to stay in public 

service as a career?

NOTE: Graph is sorted with areas of 
greatest differences at the top and 
greatest agreement at the bottom.

For some amount of time, but not the long term

Do not intend to stay long

For a long period of time, 
but not all the way to retirement

Until you retire

African American Hispanic White

27%
37%

52%

31%
17%

12%

14%
4%
6%

16%
22%

13%

1 By comparison, 30% of Hispanic employees came to their current job from outside the public sector.
2 Given 19 choices for the top three factors that attracted you to work in the public sector in the first place, salary was the top factor among African American employees, with 
personal satisfaction tied for being the 6th-highest priority. Among Hispanic employees, salary was the top factor, with personal satisfaction tied for being the 5th-highest priority. 
Among White employees, personal satisfaction was the top factor, with salary tied for being the 3rd-highest priority.

MissionSquare Research Institute (formerly the Center for State and Local Government Excellence at ICMA-RC) promotes excellence in state 
and local government and other public service organizations so they can attract and retain talented employees. The organization identifies 
leading practices and conducts research on retirement plans, health and wellness benefits, workforce demographics and skill set needs, 
labor force development, and topics facing the nonprofit industry and the education sector. MissionSquare Research Institute brings leaders 
together with respected researchers. For more information and to access research and publications, visit research.missionsq.org and 
follow on X (formerly Twitter) and LinkedIn.

MissionSquare Research Institute 777 N. Capitol Street, NE, Washington, DC 20002-4240
research.missionsq.org

63546-0224

http://research.missionsq.org
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiftafz656EAxXIEFkFHQbUDTQQFnoECBUQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2Fmsqinstitute%3Flang%3Den&usg=AOvVaw0IG_K-kyXtzQr7ATb03i6P&opi=89978449
https://www.linkedin.com/company/missionsquareresearchinstitute/
http://research.missionsq.org



