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Data Summary  

 

High unemployment rates among teens and young adults have caught the attention of the 

popular press, policymakers, and many others. In the years since the Great Recession, the 

unemployment rate has been dropping for the workforce as a whole. But unemployment for 

young people remains high. Unemployment is most acute for young people of color. 

Research shows that unemployment and underemployment for young adults will have 

lasting consequences in the form of diminished wages, decreased upward mobility, and 

lessened productivity throughout their work lives. Society at large loses too, in terms of lost 

tax revenues and productivity and increased expenditures for public benefits.  

 

 Young people ages 16-24 number almost 40 million and represent 12.3 percent of 

the nation’s population. Overall, this age group is more diverse than the general 

population. Forty-two percent are part of a minority racial or ethnic group (that is, a 

group other than non-Hispanic, single-race white).1 

 The unemployment rate for 16-19 year olds was 15.8 percent in September 2016, 

and for young adults ages 20-24, the unemployment rate was 8.1 percent. This 

compares to 5.0 percent for the workforce overall.2 

 Unemployment rates for young people of color are much higher. Twenty-four percent 

of Black teens ages 16-19 were unemployed in 2015. Hispanic teens had an 

unemployment rate of 19.3 percent. The unemployment rate of white teens was 14.8 

percent.3 

 Young males of color have the highest unemployment rates. As of 2014, 33 percent 

of Black males ages 16-19 were unemployed.  For Hispanic males ages 16-19, the 

unemployment rate was 22.5 percent.4 

 

 In April 2012, 32 percent of workers ages 18-29 were underemployed, when 

measured without seasonal adjustment. At the same time, the underemployment 

rate for all US workers was 18.2 percent.5 

 

 Youth and young adults ages 16-24 are much less likely than older adults to be self-

employed. In 2015, 2.8 percent of workers in this age group reported being self-

employed. This compares to about 9.5 percent of the total workforce.6 

 

 Young people ages 16-24 who are neither working nor in school are labeled with a 

variety of terms: disconnected, idle, out-of-school and out-of-work (OSOW), and 

Opportunity Youth.  In 2014 approximately 5.5 million young people ages 16-24 

were neither working nor in school at some point during the year.7 Between 1999 
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and 2010, the percentage of young people who were Opportunity Youth — neither in 

school nor working — during the entire year fluctuated from a low of 3.9 percent in 

1999 and a high of 7.5 percent in 2010.8 

 In 2015, 19 percent of individuals ages 18-24 were living in poverty — the highest 

poverty rate among adult age groups.9 

 The gap in earnings between college graduates and those without a college degree is 

greater today than it has been for any generation in recent times. In 1979, a high 

school graduate earned, on average, 75 percent of what a college graduate earned 

at that time. Today a high school graduate earns about 62 percent of what a college 

graduate earns.10 

 Young people who are unemployed for a period of six months or longer in the 

beginning of their work lives will earn approximately $22,000 less over the following 

ten years (compared to what they would have earned had they not experienced a 

long-term unemployment spell). Some estimate that the cohort of young workers 

ages 20-24 will lose about $21.4 billion in earnings over the next 10 years.11 

 Research shows that the diminished lifetime earnings for workers who face a slow 

start will lead to lower tax revenues and higher safety net expenditures for the 

nation over time. One estimate is that one unemployed 18-24 year old will cost 

governments on average $4,100 annually — most of this (93 percent) due to lost tax 

revenue.12 
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