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Employment continues to drastically decline for American teens 

Washington, DC – In 2014, only one in four teens had a job, finds a new analysis of Current Population 
Survey data by Brookings Fellow Martha Ross and Research Analyst Nicole Prchal Svajlenka, released 
today by the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution. 

Across all age groups, labor force participation and employment rates are down since 2000, but young 
adults and teens in particular experienced the most drastic drops. These two age groups—young adults 
age 20-24 and teens age 16-19—have struggled to gain traction in the labor market as their labor force 
participation, employment rates, and median earnings continue to trend downward.   

The report, “Worrying declines in teen and young adult employment,” finds that while teens traditionally 
have lower labor force participation rates than other age groups since most are enrolled in school as their 
primary activity, the drop since 2000 is notable: just 39 percent of teens participated in the labor force in 
2014, down from 56 percent in 2000. Among both teens and young adults, labor force participation fell 
most sharply among those enrolled in school and those who dropped out of high school. 

Employment rates among teens also plummeted, from 43 percent in 2000 to 26 percent in 2014. By 
young adulthood, employment rates are higher but sharply differentiated by education. Declines were 
sharpest among those without a high school diploma; in 2014, the employment rate of young adults 
without a high school diploma was 47 percent, a full 41 percentage points lower than the rate for those 
with a bachelor’s degree. 

For teens and young adults who do have jobs, median earnings declined by 6 percent to $7.69 and by 5 
percent to $10.71, respectively. This decline applied to all teens and young adults regardless of school 
enrollment or level of educational attainment, although young adults with associate or bachelor’s degrees 
showed clear earnings advantages.     

Low rates of labor force participation and employment for teens and young adults raise questions both 
about future labor market success and the current economic status of these groups. 

“For teens, an employment rate of 26 percent may foreshadow a rocky transition into the work world. 
Without early work experience, teens may miss the chance to learn new roles and skills that will help 
prepare them for full-time work,” said Ross. “For young adults, the low employment rates and wages 
among those without a post-secondary credential point to a more immediate problem, since they are 
more likely to need to work to support themselves.”  
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The Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings delivers research and solutions to help metropolitan 
leaders build an advanced economy that works for all. To learn more, please 
visit www.brookings.edu/metro. Follow us on Twitter at www.twitter.com/brookingsmetro.  
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