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Labor Market for Young Americans Declined More Dramatically in 2000s than 

Official Unemployment Rates Show 
 

Brookings Releases First-Ever Metro-Level Analysis of Youth Employment in the 2000s 

 
WASHINGTON, D.C. – America’s youth have faced a much more difficult time finding jobs 
throughout the 2000’s than official unemployment rates have indicated up to this point, 
according to a report released today by the Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program.  The report 
shows that in 2011, 43 percent of teens and 30 percent of young adults were struggling to find 
their place in the labor market, while the official unemployment rates were much lower at 25 
percent and 15 percent respectively for these groups. 
 
The Plummeting Labor Market Fortunes of Teens and Young Adults  goes beyond the official 
unemployment rate to examine the youth labor market (teens aged 16-19 and young adults 
aged 20-24) using a variety of metrics, including labor underutilization, employment rates, and 
year-round joblessness, as well as how demographic characteristics and previous work 
experience affect these employment outcomes.  It provides the most comprehensive look at 
the state of the job market for America’s youth in the nation’s largest metropolitan areas 
throughout the 2000s.   
 
“By analyzing a whole host of measures, from gender and race to education and 
underutilization, we are able to gain a much more complete picture of what has happened to 
the youth labor market since the start of the 2000s,” stated Martha Ross, fellow with the 
Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program and co-author of the report.   “And we find that the 
youth labor market is weaker and more segmented than is generally recognized.  Young 
people’s struggles to gain a foothold in the labor force are costing us economically, through a  
smaller work force and disrupted career trajectories, leading to reduced earnings and spending, 
which in turn lead to slower economic growth and job creation.”   
 

mailto:acourtin@brookings.edu
mailto:psilag@brookings.edu
http://www.brookings.edu/about/programs/metro/youth-workforce


In particular, “labor underutilization,” a less-common metric than the unemployment rate, 
reveals a much larger problem for both teens and young adults than has been reported.   Labor 
underutilization incorporates those who are looking for jobs, those who desire employment but 
are not actively looking, and those who are part-time but would prefer and are available for 
full-time work.   In 2011, 1.8 million teens in the nation’s largest 100 metro areas were 
considered underutilized, and of those roughly half were unemployed.  Three million young 
adults were underutilized with half of those unemployed, as well.  
 
While finding work has been difficult for all young people, some groups fared better than 
others, according to the report.  These groups were non-Hispanic whites as well as those who 
came from higher income households and had work experience and higher levels of education.  
 
For example, young adults with post secondary education, especially those with degrees, 
landed jobs more easily.  In 2011, the underutilization rate for young adults with Bachelor’s 
degrees was 18 percent, compared to 24 percent for Associate’s degree holders, 37 percent for 
high school graduates, and 48 percent for high school dropouts.  Additionally, young adults with 
higher levels of education were much more likely to have worked in the previous year:  86 
percent of those with Associate’s or Bachelor’s degrees worked the previous year, compared to 
73 percent of high school graduates and 56 percent of high school dropouts.   In other words, 
only 14 percent of two- or four-year degree holders experienced year-round joblessness, 
compared to 44 percent of high school dropouts.   
 
“The increases in labor force underutilization and year-round joblessness among teens and 
young adults over the past decade are very striking and very troubling.  Also, teens and young 
adults from low income families are the least likely to work during any given year," said Andrew 
Sum, Director of the Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern University and co-author 
of the report.  “Youth employment is path-dependent, meaning that recent employment 
history is strongly associated with future employment.  Reduced work experience as a young 
person can have a serious negative impact on future job prospects and earnings.”    
 
The metro areas that saw some of the steepest declines in employment for both teens and 
young adults since 2000 include Lakeland, Palm Bay and Tampa, FL as well as Greensboro, NC 
and Albuquerque, NM.  The most dramatic drops occurred in Lakeland and Palm Bay, FL where 
employment rates fell by 17% for young adults and 27% for teens.  The metros with the highest 
employment rates for both teens and young adults over this time period were in Des Moines, 
IA; Minneapolis, MN; Omaha, NE; Salt Lake City, UT; and Portland, ME.   
 
“While all teens and young adults faced sharply reduced employment opportunities, problems 
were most pronounced among blacks and those with lower levels of education and less work 
experience,” added Ross.  “These findings point to a clear need to expand and strengthen 
initiatives that more tightly couple employer demand with education and training, to integrate 
work-based learning like internships, co-ops and apprenticeships into education, and to create 
stronger pathways from high school to post-secondary credentials. ”  
 



 
The Brookings report sets forth recommendations based on successful and promising initiatives 
from around the country designed to improve employment outcomes for the next generation 
of workers.  These include:   
 

 Incorporating work-based learning into high school and college education and 
expanding apprenticeships: students learn technical, academic and employability skills 
by working in a real work environment; 

 Linking high school to post-secondary educational credentials: high school students can 
take college classes in structured and supportive programs to increase the chance that 
they will ultimately earn post-secondary credentials such as certificates and two- and 
four-year degrees;  

 Helping young people, especially high school graduates not immediately enrolling in 
college, move into the labor market: more emphasis on high-quality career and 
technical education, career counseling and job development and placement; 

 Providing opportunities for high school drop outs to earn a high school diploma or GED 
coupled with access to post-secondary credentials or occupational skills training; 

  Tailoring career-focused education and training to the specific workforce and industry   
needs of a given region;  

 Creating short-term subsidized community service jobs to address weak labor market 
demand for youth and help young people gain a foothold in the work world;  

 Increasing the financial incentives to employment through an expanded Earned Income 
Tax Credit, specifically targeting younger workers without custodial children. 

 
The Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings provides decision-makers with cutting-edge research and 
policy ideas for improving the health and prosperity of metropolitan areas, including their component 
cities, suburbs, and rural areas. To learn more, please visit:www.brookings.edu/metro. Follow us on 
Twitter at www.twitter.com/brookingsmetro.   
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