
Y            oung Americans are enduring staggeringly high rates of joblessness. The of-

ficial unemployment rate for 16 to 24 year olds is 14.5 percent, and has been in 

the double-digits for seven straight years. Over three million young people are 

unemployed, and many more have dropped out of the labor market entirely.1 While 

the unemployment rate for young workers has long been substantially higher than 

that of older workers, the severe job losses and anemic labor market recovery from 

the Great Recession have left millions of young workers in a particularly tough spot.2 

A quarter of the job losses for young workers came after the Great Recession was 

officially over.3 Moreover, the rising number of young people connected to neither 

education nor the labor market is of particular concern. 5.8 million young adults, or 

nearly 15 percent of 16 to 24 year olds, are neither working nor in school.4 The reces-

sion has made the crucial transition from school to work particularly difficult.5 Youth 

unemployment is one of the most serious economic and social problems facing the 

United States today. 

Today’s labor market failures have long-term consequences for unemployed youth.  A 

growing academic literature on the “scarring” effects of launching a career without a 

job suggests that young people who endure early spells of unemployment are likely 

to have lower wages and greater odds of future unemployment than those who don’t. 

Studies indicate a 10 to 15 percent wage “scar” from early unemployment, and those 

earnings losses persist for at least 20 years.6 These findings hold for individuals 

with a college degree, and the prognosis for individuals without a college degree is 

grimmer still.7
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Youth unemployment impacts the health of the economy as a whole, too. One million young 

Americans experienced long-term unemployment during the worst of the recession, and 

research suggests that joblessness will account for a staggering $20 billion in lost earnings 

over the next decade. If the recession had not occurred then young Americans would have 

earned on average about $22,000 more per person.8 Every year of high youth unemployment 

means lower tax revenue and higher safety net expenditures for federal and state 

governments. High youth unemployment costs $9 billion in foregone tax revenue and benefits 

paid out each year at the federal and state level, with the vast majority (93 percent) of the cost 

coming in the form of lost federal and FICA taxes.9

Today’s high rates of youth unemployment are due, in part, to an economic recovery 

characterized by persistently weak demand. Expansionary fiscal policy solutions, such as large-

scale ongoing public investments, would help all jobless workers. However, the current crisis 

demands a set of solutions aimed specifically at helping young workers. Below are 12 ideas for 

fixing the youth unemployment crisis:

1.	 Double-down on community colleges. 	

America’s community colleges represent the most promising pathway to high-quality 

employment for millions of American youths. Somewhere between a third and a half 

of American undergraduates are enrolled in community colleges today, yet community 

colleges receive only 20 percent of federal higher education funding.10 The current 

system is heavily dependent on pro-cyclical state and local budgets such that funding 

decreases in down times, precisely when the demand for upgraded skills is highest. A 

long-overdue doubling-down on our nation’s investment in “gateway higher education” 

should include the establishment of national goals and a related performance 

measurement system, coupled with the resources necessary for obtaining those 

goals, and policies designed to incentivize greater innovation in community college 

practices aimed at enhancing educational quality.11 Policies should also focus squarely 

on incentivizing collaboration between community colleges and employers in order 

to develop training for fast-growing high-demand industry. Finally, policies ought to 

incentivize community colleges’ focus on taking a “career pathway” perspective on 

curriculum development, offering students an integrated collection of programs and 

services intended to develop core academic, technical, and other job-related skills 

through continuous education and training resulting in employment in high-demand, 

high-opportunity jobs. For instance, new policies should encourage community colleges 

to develop stackable credentials, a sequence of credentials that accumulate over time 

to build up an individual’s qualifications and help them move along a career pathway or 

up a career ladder. 
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2.	 Expand and revise the Registered Apprenticeships program at the Department of 

Labor. 

Combining on-the-job training and classroom instruction through the apprenticeship 

model has a long history of success. Apprenticeships are a boon to both workers 

and employers, boosting wages for the employee and increasing productivity for the 

employer. Other countries, including Germany and the United Kingdom, have had great 

success with large, well-developed national apprenticeship policies. Indeed, if the United 

States had as many apprenticeships per capita as Germany, our system would support 

almost 7 million apprentices. The Department of Labor’s Registered Apprenticeship 

program supports just 358,000.12 In addition to a limited number of available slots, 

the current program is largely limited to the skilled trades, such as construction. The 

concept of a formal, paid training program that combines on-the-job and classroom 

instruction can be applied to virtually any field, including the rapidly expanding health 

care and business administration sectors.13 Expanding the Registered Apprenticeship 

program in both number of participants and available occupations would create new 

pathways to work for young Americans scrambling to find a foothold in the economy.

3.	 Establish a “Career Internship” standard in order to allow for a shorter-term 

alternative to the Registered Apprenticeship program. 

The Registered Apprenticeship program is only one of several ways to bolster valuable 

on-the-job work experience for young Americans. High-quality internships are another. 

While many employers offer internship programs, the quality of these experiences vary 

dramatically. Young workers currently have no way of knowing whether an internship 

opportunity is a reasonable investment of their time. Employers have few effective 

ways of marketing their programs in order to attract the best possible candidates. A 

federally-administered “Career Internship” standard would create a set of parameters 

that employers would need to attain in order to participate, with eligible programs 

combining a long-term internship with a school-approved employer, where internship 

hours serve as a substitute for some classroom hours.14 Schools would ensure that 

employers offer valuable training and experience beyond clerical work. Positions would 

pay at least minimum wage, but require a maximum number of hours per week in 

order to earn high school or college credit. A Career Internship standard would also 

include a component to allow out-of-school youth the opportunity to participate. The 

program would give youth necessary workplace experience while giving employers 

an opportunity to evaluate and retain future employees. Establishing a national 

standard for internships would provide a low-cost incentive for employers to improve 

their existing internship programs in order to attract top talent, while simultaneously 

generating valuable paid work experience to help youth on-ramp to employment.15
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4.	 Increase the financial incentive for employment through an expanded Earned Income 

Tax Credit (EITC) targeting childless adults, including younger workers.

The EITC provides a tax refund for low-income workers that has gone a long way toward 

making work pay, and is the nation’s largest anti-poverty program.16 But all childless 

workers under age 25 are ineligible for the EITC, which means that millions of young 

workers receive none of the program’s proven benefits. Both the President’s 2014 

budget and several pending bills propose making more young, childless workers eligible 

for the EITC, and boosting the value of the credit to those eligible. Such proposals 

have the potential to incentivize employment for young people, and to reduce poverty 

amongst those who are working.17

5.	 Ramp up AmeriCorps. 

Founded in 1994 and run by the federal Corporation for National & Community 

Services, AmeriCorps places thousands of young adults into intensive service positions 

at non-profits, schools, public agencies, and community and faith-based groups across 

the country. Research suggests that program participation is strongly correlated with 

improved employment prospects for young people. Compared to non-volunteers, 

AmeriCorps members have a 27 percent higher likelihood of finding a job after 

being out of work. Amongst those without a high school degree, AmeriCorps boosts 

employment prospects even more strongly—volunteers had a 51 percent higher chance 

of finding a job compared to non-volunteers.18 The demand for AmeriCorps slots 

far outstrips the supply, particularly at a time when non-profits are having trouble 

meeting people’s needs. While the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act authorized 

the expansion of Americorps from 75,000 volunteers to 250,000 volunteers, Congress 

has repeatedly failed to appropriate the funds necessary for the expansion to go into 

effect. Indeed, House Republicans targeted the entire program for elimination in the 

2011 budget negotiations.19 Rather than paring back a program with a proven track 

record for helping young Americans on-ramp to employment, Congress should commit 

to funding the authorized expansion.

6.	 Reinstate the Youth Opportunity Grant (YOG) program. 

YOG ran for five successful years between 2000 and 2005, targeting resources in high 

poverty areas and incorporating research-backed strategies for improving education 

and employment opportunities for at-risk youth. YOG programs varied across the 

36 localities that received program funds, but the wide array of services included 

education, occupational training, leadership development, intensive case management, 

and mentorship. Congress defunded the program in 2005 despite later evidence 

suggesting that communities with YOGs had significant success in reconnecting at-risk 

youth with the labor force compared to communities without grants.20 At a time of 

high youth unemployment, a renewed commitment to evidence-backed, multi-pronged 
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strategies such as YOG makes sense.

7.	 Create pathways to success for out-of-school, out-of-work youth by overhauling 

school dropout prevention policies. 

Just 78 percent of U.S. students graduate from high school in four years. Graduation 

rates for African-Americans and Hispanics are even lower, at 66 percent and 71 percent, 

respectively.21 Amongst young full-time, full-year workers, high school dropouts earn 

about 25 percent less than their peers with a high school diploma or equivalent, and 

that gap grows over the course of a career.22 High school graduates have consistently 

lower unemployment rates than drop-outs.23 Specific proposals for drop-out prevention 

include replacing the current School Dropout Prevention program under No Child 

Left Behind (the current incarnation of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act of 1965) with a competitive grants program to school districts and non-profit 

organizations for comprehensive programs with wrap-around services designed to 

increase the high school graduation rate in high-poverty high schools, enable students 

who have left high school to return to obtain their diplomas, and facilitate the entry of 

graduates of these high schools into institutions of higher education.24 The Workforce 

Investment Act of 1998, the main federal vehicle for workforce development policy 

that is up for reauthorization, provides a second window of opportunity for more 

effective drop-out prevention policy. WIA reauthorization should amend the definition 

of “eligible youth” to include students at risk of dropping out, and direct WIA funding 

toward programs and services that meet the above criteria defined in the context of the 

Pathways program.

 

8.	 Reauthorize and reform federal policies to improve Career and Technical Education 

(CTE). 

CTE provides career education at the high school level, a critical investment in the 

future American workforce. An effective reauthorized Perkins Act, the main federal 

vehicle for CTE programming, would include a substantial financial investment in 

a system that focuses on aligning the skills taught in CTE programs with the skills 

demanded by high-growth industries in the local labor market and beyond; incentivizing 

a collaborative approach between secondary schools, community colleges and 

other institutions of higher education, employers, and industry groups; requiring 

accountability and data collection to allow for the evaluation of CTE approaches in 

order to consistently hone policies toward best practice approaches; and promoting 

mechanisms to incentivize state-level reforms that move policies at the state and local 

level toward evidence-based best-practice approaches.

9.	 Boost mentoring.

Mentors have the power to boost young people’s career prospects in a variety of 
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ways. Data shows that effective mentoring results in improved academic performance, 

reduced truancy, better health outcomes, reduced juvenile crime, reduced adult crime, 

and reduced need for social services.25 Taken together, these findings suggest that 

the grit and character fostered through mentoring programs can have a meaningful, 

long-lasting impact on young people’s lives, and on their employment prospects. 

Currently, 18 million kids in the United States want and need a mentor, but just three 

million have one.26 Public investment in mentoring programs returns about $2.72 in 

benefits for every dollar spent.27 Employers, non-profits, and government should back 

bold efforts to recruit millions of new mentors in order to transform the lives of youth.

10.	Encourage partnerships to improve impact.

Wherever possible, policies should aggressively incentivize collaboration between 

the workforce development system, higher education, and employers to encourage 

opportunities for students to simultaneously earn credit for work-based learning. 

The Community College to Career Fund Act (S. 1269, introduced by Senators Franken, 

Schatz, and Durbin) is a fantastic example of such an approach. The proposed 

legislation authorizes competitive grants to partnerships between employers, higher 

education institutions, and community-based organizations to support job training-

related efforts such as registered apprenticeships, on-the-job-training opportunities, 

and paid internships for low-income students that allow them to simultaneously earn 

credit for work-based learning in a high-skill field.28

11.	 Engage employers in building a solution. 

Surveys of employers large and small suggest that businesses believe they cannot find 

qualified workers to fill their non-managerial ranks.29 Businesses already engaged in 

youth talent development work report seeing a range of positive outcomes, including 

increases in employee engagement, customer loyalty, and employee retention.30 The 

White House Council for Community Solutions has developed an Employer Toolkit, 

which provides tools for employers helping them engage in soft skills development 

and work-ready skills training for youth as well as a toolkit helping employers design 

“earning-and-learn” programs for youth. Employers should be involved from start-

to-finish in the design of new programs and policy around workforce development 

for youth, and the White House Toolkit provides a good example of a policy effort to 

integrate these valuable partners.

12.	Invest in the existing high-quality programs that reconnect young adults to education 

and employment opportunities.

Community colleges, youth programs funded through the Workforce Investment Act, 

and Career and Technical Education through the Perkins Act are just a few examples 

of the many existing funding streams that are currently well below the amounts 
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needed to meet the demands on today’s system. Community colleges represent the 

fastest-growing sector in higher education and a vital pathway to employment and 

upward mobility for millions of young workers. Yet the community college system is 

woefully underfunded, receiving less than one-third the level of direct federal support 

than public four-year colleges.31 Formula funding for WIA has decreased by more than 

30 percent over the last decade, and many training providers are struggling to keep 

their doors open despite record demand for services. The share of individuals who 

receive federal workforce development funding and exit the system with some form 

of credential has declined to the extent that nearly half of those leaving the system 

have not received training resulting in a recognized credential such as an occupational 

certificate or an associate’s degree.32 Investing appropriately in today’s programs so 

that service providers can truly meet the needs of their clients is critical to paving the 

way to a vibrant labor market for the next generation of American workers.
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