The Occupational Orientations of Recently Graduated
Jazz Musicians in Three Major US Cities
Studies focusing on professional jazz musicians indicate that most musicians experience a lack of stable work, are periodically “broke”, have no health and pension benefits and many are required to play commercial music in order to earn an income. Irregular employment and lack of steady income has led many to give up the music profession. The purpose of this study was to investigate the occupational orientations of professional jazz musicians, specifically recently graduated college students with degrees in jazz in three major US cities, New York City, Los Angeles and Las Vegas.
This study was quantitative and qualitative in nature and involved participant observation, personal interviews and surveys with recently graduated college students who identify themselves as professional jazz musicians in New York City, Los Angeles and Las Vegas. A total of 15 musicians were interviewed (5 from each city) using Salganik and Heckathorn’s Respondent Driven Sampling which attempts to make accurate estimates about characteristics of hidden populations including artists, drug users and homeless. During summer of 2008, the researcher travelled to each of the three cities and spent time with each subject collecting data on employment patterns, challenges of the profession, income, the extent to which college prepared them for the job market, how work impacts their social life and future plans. 
Results revealed similarities and differences in the occupational orientations of musicians in each of the cities. Subjects in all cities reported a significant decline in employment opportunities and challenges to earning a stable income. Musicians in New York City and Los Angeles cited the large number of musicians in the area as the primary reason for lack of stable work. Musicians in Las Vegas cited “the look” and “age” as the primary characteristic necessary to secure employment. The quantitative part of the study reports on musician’s access to health and pension benefits, average income, challenges to securing stable employment and practice and performance habits. 
This study provides valuable insight into recent college graduates in jazz and the challenges they are currently facing in the job market. This study also provides insight into the job-market for jazz in New York City, Los Angeles and Las Vegas.
