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Key Takeaways

Widespread concerns over the economic prospects for young Californians are fueled by shifting
opportunities, the lasting effects of the pandemic, economic uncertainty, and the rise of Al technology.
Faced with an aging population, rising out-migration, and falling immigration, California policymakers have
moved to engage California youth and improve their pathways to the workforce and career. Effective policy
efforts, however, depend on understanding who is at risk, how outcomes have evolved, and what may be
driving trends.

In this report, we provide new context on how young Californians are progressing along key
milestones—primarily work and education—and how these patterns have changed over time. Several key
facts and policy implications emerge, including:

» Young adults now stay in school longer and attain higher levels of education. Over one-third of today’s
24-year-olds born in the late 1990s have completed a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to less than a
quarter of Californians born in the late 1980s.

» Entry into the labor market, and into full-time work, occurs later. Fewer teenagers are working overall,
including fewer working while in school. But by age 24, about the same share of young adults across recent
generations are in the labor force.

» Lower shares of young adults are not working or in school. Roughly 17 percent of Californians born in the
late 1990s were not in school or working at age 24 compared to 22 percent of those born a decade earlier.
A lower share of young women than men in recent cohorts are not in school or working, a gender
difference that has flipped over time. Shares are also higher among Latino and Black young adults.

» Most who are not in school or working return to education and/or the labor market within a year. Being
out of school and work is transitory for most. However, about 6 percent of young men and 2 percent of
young women aged 20-24 in California remain out of work and school in consecutive years.

» Economic conditions and demographic shifts explain most improvements. The demographics of recent
generations of young adults differ from earlier generations, and many entered the labor market during
periods of strong economic growth in the 2010s and from 2021-2023. These factors can account for most
of the improvements in educational and economic outcomes across cohorts.

» Young adults are hitting notable “milestones” later in life. Recent generations live with their parents into
their 20s at higher rates and marry and have children at lower rates at all ages than earlier generations.
These shifts are not fully explained by demographics and economic conditions.

Introduction

The events of early adulthood can shape a person’s economic opportunities and outcomes; decisions over
courses to take in high school, whether to pursue college or work, and whether to start a family lay the
foundation for economic outcomes that persist much later in life. At each of these key milestones and
decision points, broad economic forces also shape opportunities. Understanding these transition points has
been a longstanding policy and research focus.

The growth of California’s workforce also depends on young adults starting their careers, especially given
broader demographic trends. An aging population, rising out-migration, and shifting immigration patterns
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may alter California’s labor force and economy. While policymakers have long considered ways to better
engage youth to improve their economic success, youth-focused workforce efforts could also bolster the
state’s economy as labor force participation rates wane due to an aging population (Lafortune et al. 2024).
Furthermore, as young adults delay milestones such as moving out of their parents’ home, seeking
employment, getting married, and/or having children, California’s demographics and economy may shift.
Understanding and documenting these trends is necessary to effectively address these issues.

Concerns over the economic conditions and outcomes among young adults are widespread today. Many
factors heighten these concerns, including a rise in youth unemployment (Bohn, Cuellar Mejia, and
Lafortune 2025), limited entry-level jobs for young graduates (Scheid 2025), the downsides of entering the
labor market during business cycle slumps (Schwandt and von Wachter 2019), and the potential impact of Al
in the workplace (Kinder et al. 2024). Longstanding divides by race, class, and region in these outcomes are
well-documented (Bohn et al. 2020), as are gender gaps driven in part by declining economic outcomes
among men (Bengali et al. 2025; Binder and Bound 2019).

At the same time, more young Californians are achieving higher levels of education (Rodriguez et al. 2024)

and a higher share are in school and/or working than in past decades (Payares-Montoya 2024).

Nevertheless, concern arises over young adults who are out of work and school in pivotal early adult years,
as both build key human capital that correlates with long-term economic security (MaCurdy et al. 2024;
Reeves and Smith 2024). While these young adults are a small share—roughly 11 percent of 16- to 24-year-
olds in California—they amount to nearly half a million young adults. Efforts to improve opportunities for
young adults may lead to increased labor force participation, benefiting individuals as well as the aggregate
workforce.

In this report, we examine trends in educational and economic outcomes among young adults in California,
exploring how different recent generations (defined by their year of birth) fare as they age and reach key
milestones to adulthood.
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The importance of young adult milestones in later economic outcomes

A wide body of research highlights how reaching key milestones in young adulthood shapes long-term
economic outcomes, with important implications for inequality and labor market participation. Over several
decades, income inequality has widened in California and nationally, driven in large part by disparities in
educational attainment and work experiences.

Young adults without a college degree face limited job opportunities and stagnant wages, contributing to
persistent racial, gender, and regional disparities in employment and earnings (Cuellar Mejia et al. 2025). At
the same time, labor force participation among men—especially those with no postsecondary credential—has
steadily declined, reflecting structural changes in the economy and weakening connections between
education systems and the labor market (Krueger 2017; Abraham and Kearney 2020).

Research consistently finds that completing high school and taking advanced academic and career-technical
courses are associated with higher rates of college enrollment, employment, and earnings (Rose and Betts
2004; Fink 2024; Ogut et al. 2021). College remains one of the strongest predictors of long-term economic
stability: individuals with a bachelor’s degree earn substantially more than those with only a high school
diploma—on average, 61 percent more in California in 2023—though returns vary widely by field of study,
institution, and industry (Cuellar Mejia et al. 2025; Carnevale et al. 2020).

Early choices about college, job training, and labor market entry can set young adults on divergent economic
paths. Those who combine education with work-based learning or early work in high-demand fields tend to
fare better in the labor market, while mismatches, underemployment, or prolonged delays in starting work can
depress earnings for years (Ross et al. 2018).

Economic downturns further amplify these risks. Young adults who enter the labor market during recessions
experience lasting wage penalties and employment instability—a phenomenon known as economic “scarring.”
Studies of past recessions have found that these effects can persist for a decade or longer, with particularly
pronounced impacts for young men and workers with less education (Kahn 2010; Schwandt and von Wachter
2019; Abel and Deitz 2018; Rothstein 2023).

Recent Economic Trends among Young Adults

A large share of Californians are concerned about the current and future economic prospects of today’s
young adults (Baldassare et al. 2024). Examining recent economic trends confirms some signs of worry,

particularly in the post-pandemic era.

Unemployment rates in California have been climbing steadily after an initial post-COVID drop (Figure 1).
Most recently, over 9 percent of the state’s 16- to 30-year-olds were unemployed compared to 6.6 percent

in 2022. Across all young adult age groups, unemployment rates remain higher today than in 2019.

However, a look at trends since 2000 reveals periods of more dire unemployment circumstances than
today that coincide with macroeconomic shocks like the Great Recession and COVID, reflecting broader

economic conditions affecting not just young adults.
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Figure 1

Young adult unemployment rates in California have been steadily
increasing since 2022

Unemployment rate
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SOURCES: Current Population Survey Basic Monthly micro-data for California (2020—-2025); Authors' calculations.
NOTES: 2025 includes January to July. All other years include all months. Unemployment rates represent annual averages.

Examining the share of young adults who are not working (either unemployed or dropped out of the labor
force) and simultaneously not in school helps us better understand a more significant case of
disconnection.' As with unemployment, the share has dropped since its COVID spike and remains below
early 2000s levels but above those of 2019 (Figure 2). In 2024, over 10 percent of 16- to 24-year-olds in
California were not in school nor working—about a percentage point higher than in 2019; the share of 20- to
24-year-old Californians in this situation is higher (13.9%) than that of 16- to 19-year-olds (6.4%), who are
more likely to still be in school.

1. See Technical Appendix Figure C1 for trends in young adult labor force participation in California.
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Figure 2

The share of California young adults not in school nor working remains
above 2019 levels

Share of young adults not working nor in school
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SOURCES: Current Population Survey Basic Monthly micro-data for California (2020—-2024); Authors' calculations.
NOTES: Annual average, excluding summer months (June, July, and August).

Academic outcomes among recent high schoolers are also raising concern, in light of falling test scores
after the pandemic (Hough and Chavez 2022). Examining 11th grade test scores reveals a concerning trend

that predates the pandemic; the lowest-scoring students in both math and English Language Arts (ELA) now
score far below their levels a decade ago. Meanwhile, the highest-scoring students have continued to see
growth (Technical Appendix Figures C2 and C3).2 The widening gap brings further concern over future
outcomes for today’s young adults.”

Education and Work Milestones

Recent trends in key labor market indicators show rising unemployment—but also greater connection to
work and/or school among more recent young adults. To better understand these trends we examine
whether trajectories for young adults are shifting over time.

2. At the median, scores are roughly on par with 2015 levels, but still below 2019 levels.
3. Chronic absenteeism is a related concern, after spiking to over 30 percent in 2021-22 among California high schoolers (Technical
Appendix Figure C17).
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Young adult cohort data

We document recent trends across cohorts of young adults defined by year of birth, focusing on key
educational and early labor market milestones. In most analyses we examine Californians between ages 16
and 24, but in some cases extend to age 30.

We rely primarily on data from the US Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS; see Technical
Appendix A for a full description). These annual, representative snapshots of California residents from 2001 to
2023 allow us to track how young adults born in the same year fared as they aged. With these data, we define
groups of young adults born in the mid-1980s through the early 2000s, and we then assess their outcomes
through the latest data available.” These data are not longitudinal, meaning we capture a representative
snapshot of young adults at a point in time. For instance, for children born in 1985, we observe those who
lived in California at age 16 in the 2001 survey and age 24 in the 2009 survey. For children born in 1999, we
observe those who lived in California at age 16 in the 2015 survey and age 24 in the 2023 survey.

We focus on several outcomes:

» Educational attainment. We separate into categories based on degree attainment and participation in
postsecondary education: no high school diploma, high school diploma (but no further education), some
college (but no degree), associate degree, and a bachelor’s degree or higher.

» Employment. Employed part time or full time.

\4

Labor force participation. Employed or unemployed but available and searching for work.

» Neither in school nor work. Those who are not in school and not employed. These young adults are
sometimes referred to as “disconnected youth,” “opportunity youth,” or “NEET” (not in employment,
education, or training). While useful, these coarse classifications do not capture the full range of young
adult circumstances and/or milestones (e.g., living at home, caring for a young child). Later, we explore a
wider range of circumstances.

Individuals may gain education and change their employment circumstances at any point throughout life.
However, the vast majority earn credentials and launch their careers by age 30 or earlier. Indeed, as family
and other household responsibilities grow with age, investing time and resources in education or in
switching careers can become more difficult. For this reason, we focus on education and employment
milestones among Californians from ages 16 to 30, inclusive.

Demographic and Migration Patterns Are Shifting

Decisions over whether and when to come to (or leave) California affect the composition of young adults in
California at any given point. This may affect how we interpret differences across cohorts and/or other

demographic groups over time.” For example, recent cohorts may appear to have better outcomes than

4. The ACS surveys households and group quarters (dormitories, correctional facilities, etc.). We include young adults living in any of
these settings. However, the survey does not include unhoused persons.

5. Our focus is on charting outcomes of young adults who live in California at a given age. In other words, we do not consider the
outcomes of those who were born and/or spent formative years in California but now live elsewhere. Similarly, many who currently
live in California migrated from elsewhere, and their outcomes may not reflect the educational or other childhood resources
available for California children.
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earlier cohorts if, on average, those with worse economic outcomes leave California® or those with better
outcomes move to California.” Shifts in immigration and internal migration over our period of study are
substantial. College-going patterns also shift, including trends in young adults moving across state lines for
college.

Changes in immigration to California have had a large effect on the composition of young adults. About 20
percent of Californians aged 16—19 were foreign-born among those born between 1985-87 (Technical
Appendix Table C15). Today, the share has fallen; about 8 percent of 16- to 19-year-olds are foreign-born.

By their late 20s, more Californian young adults are foreign-born because they migrate with their families or
for school or employment throughout their 20s. That is, when those born in the mid-80s reached 25-30,
over 28 percent were foreign-born. Young adults born more recently, however, reflect a smaller level of
immigration from abroad.

Geographic mobility year to year is relatively low among young adults (and their families), including
migration internationally and across state lines: 2 to 3 percent of 16- to 19-year-olds moved outside
California in the year prior (Technical Appendix Table C16). The percentage doubles for 20- to 24-year-olds,
with 4 to 5 percent moving per year. By age 24, roughly 25 percent of those born in California live in
another state, a rate that has stayed roughly constant across generations (Technical Appendix Figure C19).8
Finally, differences across generations may reflect the economic circumstances during their formative years.
College graduates who enter the labor market during a recession face negative and persistent economic
consequences (Kahn 2010); those who entered during the Great Recession saw longer-term drops in
employment (Rothstein 2023). Later, we estimate the extent to which economic conditions drive differences

9
across cohorts.

More Young Adults Are Working and/or in School in Recent Generations

Among those born in 1997-99, at age 24, about half were employed (56%), 16 percent were working while
in school (Figure 3, far right bar), and 10 percent were still in school (and not working). An estimated 17
percent were not in school nor working, a group we discuss in detail later.

6. Johnson and McGee (2025) find lower net out-migration among households with higher education levels and/or higher incomes.
7. For example, in 2023, 33.5 percent of 21- to 24-year-olds residing in California and who were born in another state had a college
degree, compared to only 20.7 percent among those born in California and residing in California.

8. We do see some generational differences at younger and older ages: a lower share of those born in California living elsewhere as
teenagers, but a higher share among those in their late 20s. Later, we will examine how controlling for changes in demographic
composition of young adult cohorts affects generational trends.

9. See “The Drivers Behind the Trends” section. Technical Appendix D describes technical methods and reports regression results.
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When these young adults were in their late teens, most were in school—consistent with the traditional
pathway to education and the labor market for young adults (Figure 3, far left bar).10 The share working
while in school rises substantially as young adults age—as does the rate neither in work nor in school, which
doubles between age 18 and 23. Notably, at age 20, recent generations were as likely to be working while
in school (32%) as to be in school only (32%). After age 20, working while in school is more common than

being in school onIy.11

Figure 3

The connection to work—but also the share out of work and school—
increases with age

Young adults in California born 1997-1999 (%)

Il Work only ] Education and work [ Education only [Jll Not in school or work
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Age

SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Only individuals born in 1997, 1998, and 1999 and currently living in California at the time of the ACS survey are
included. Totals may not add to 100 due to rounding.

These trends vary by race/ethnicity and gender. In their early 20s, fewer Black and Latino young adults are
working, in school, or both than their white or Asian peers. (Technical Appendix Figure C3). Additionally,

10. Although a relatively smaller share of California’s high schoolers work during the school year, research shows that balancing
school and a job can have mixed impacts on academic achievement and longer-term outcomes. Studies find that some work
experiences can equip students with skills for college and future employment; however, working while in school can also have some
small negative impacts on time spent on homework, grades, high school completion, and college enroliment (Kalenkoski & Pabilonia
2011; Mortimer 2010; Neyt et al. 2017). High school students who work longer hours or higher-intensity jobs fare worse, on average,
when it comes to attendance and dropout (Kroupova et al. 2024; Staff et al. 2019). It is important to note that differences in
background, resources, motivation, and future employment expectations underlie how working while in high school can impact
students’ outcomes differently (Mortimer 2010).

11. The California Cradle to Career (C2C) Data System provides detailed decompositions of pathways and milestones, including
earnings trajectories, for 2014-15 high school graduates in California.
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young men are more likely than young women to be working only in their early 20s (Technical Appendix
Figure C4).

Past cohorts of 16-year-old Californians engaged with education and work in similar ways: a broad majority
were in school, although the share working fell slightly (Technical Appendix Figure C2). That is, those born
in the mid-1980s were three times more likely to work as those born roughly a decade later in the 90s—and
about 50 percent more likely to work than those born two decades later.

While trends in the propensity to work at young ages play a role in these patterns, economic conditions do
as well. Children born in 1994 were 16 in the aftermath of the 2007-2009 financial crisis, when
unemployment and muted job growth persisted. We discuss later in more detail the important role economic

. . .. . 12
conditions play in explaining differences across cohorts.

Today, these young adults are 24 and are more likely to be working (56%) than 24-year-olds in prior years
(49% 12 years ago). At the same time, school attendance at age 20 has increased modestly, particularly for
those born in 1991-forward. Taken together, fewer are out of both school and work in recent years compared
to earlier cohorts. About 12 percent of 20-year-olds born between 2003-2005 are doing neither, compared
to 16 percent of those born between 1985-87. While these rates increase with age, they are lower among

more recent cohorts (Figure 4).

12. When we control for differences across time periods, differences across cohorts in labor force participation and educational
attainment are mostly small and insignificant (Technical Appendix D).
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Figure 4

Recent young adult cohorts are more likely to work and/or pursue
higher education

Young adults in California (%)
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Adjacent to the x-axis are birth years (e.g. 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years). Outcomes as of age 16 (first panel),
20 (second panel), and 24 (third panel) are shown. Totals may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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Recent young adult cohorts are more likely to work and/or pursue
higher education
Young adults in California (%)

Age 16 |l Age 20 |l Age 24
Il Work only [ Education and work [ Education only [Jlj Not in school or work
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Adjacent to the x-axis are birth years (e.g. 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years). Outcomes as of age 16 (first panel),
20 (second panel), and 24 (third panel) are shown. Totals may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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Recent young adult cohorts are more likely to work and/or pursue
higher education
Young adults in California (%)
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Adjacent to the x-axis are birth years (e.g. 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years). Outcomes as of age 16 (first panel),
20 (second panel), and 24 (third panel) are shown. Totals may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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How have young adult trajectories evolved over a longer time horizon?

To analyze young adult milestones over a longer time horizon, we can examine responses from the Current

Population Survey (CPS) data, a monthly labor market survey dating back several decades.” These longer-
term data reveal consistent patterns to those we observe in more recent birth cohorts with ACS data. Across

generations, almost all 16-year-olds are in school and very few are out of school and work.™ Although 16

percent of late Gen X worked while in school, only 7 percent of late Millennials did.

The share of 20-year-olds in school rose over generations, while the share out of school and work fell. By age
24, there are similar odds in each generation that young adults are working—even dating back to Gen X; that
is, the share who work stayed relatively constant around 55 to 60 percent. The share not in school or working

has fallen over time in each generation, with lower shares among Gen Z at ages from 20 and 24.° we
interpret these differences with caution, however: changes in migration, immigration, and economic conditions

may drive these long-term trends.

The share of 20- and 24-year-olds working or in school increased
across generations

[l Work only [Jj School and work [ School only [ Not working or in school

Age 16

Late Gen X (1973-80) 16 80
Early Mils. (1981-88) E 85
Late Mils. (1989-96) 92

Early Gen Z (1997-2004) 92
Late Gen Z (2005-2008) |90

Age 20
Early Gen X (1969-72) 52 12 17
Late Gen X (1973-80) 35 26 21

'S

N
- )
o
=1 (o]
- _—
e S
)]
-—-

Early Mils. (1981-88) 31 28 27
Late Mils. (1989-96) 22 25 38
Early Gen Z (1997-2004) i 21 40

Age 24
Early Gen X (1965-72)

60 11 7
Late Gen X (1973-80) Y4 15 1 17
Early Mils. (1981-88) 54 14 12 0]

Late Mils. (1989-96) 55 13 15 1

Early Gen Z (1997-2000) B3 11 13 6

N

SOURCES: Current Population Survey Basic Monthly micro-data for California (1976-2024); Authors' calculations.
NOTES: “Working” includes employed or unemployed. Birth cohort data for 16-year-olds is 1973-2008; for 20-year-olds,
1969-2004; for 24-year-olds, 1965-2000.

13. We use CPS monthly data starting in 1976. See Technical Appendix A for a more detailed description of the CPS and other data

sources.

14. When referring to generations, we use the Pew Research Center’s definitions (Dimock 2019; Dimock 2023; Parker 2023). For our
analysis of longer time periods, we split generations at their midpoint years and refer to “early” and “late” years within a generation.

We exclude years for some generational cohorts due to data availability.
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Educational Attainment Is Higher among More Recent Cohorts

Research has consistently documented earnings and other economic benefits from higher educational
attainment. This is especially true for college education, but lower levels of educational attainment also
show relative wage benefits.

For the most recent cohort of 19-year-olds (born between 2003-2005), only 7 percent had less than a high
school diploma by age 19, compared to over twice the share of 19-year-olds in the early 2000s (born
between 1985-87), as shown in Figure 5. A majority of 19-year-olds have started college (“some college+”),
except for the earliest cohort in our data (those born in the mid-80s). However, a large and slightly growing
share of 19-year-old high school completers have not started college (43% among 19-year-olds born
2003-05).

High school completion rates have increased for all major demographic groups, with the largest gains
among Latino youth—rising by approximately 20 percentage points over the study period (Technical
Appendix Tables C1 and C2). Despite these gains, high school completion among Latino young adults at
age 19 (90%) remains below the rates observed for other racial/ethnic groups, which approach or exceed 95
percent. Additionally, women are consistently more likely than men to complete high school by age 19, with
completion rates of 94 percent and 92 percent, respectively.

Figure 5
High school completion by age 19 has increased
Educational attainment by age 19 (%)

[l Less than high school [ High school Some college +

1985-87 N 40
1988-90 N3 34
1991-93 NE Ky
1994-98 Nk 35
1997-99 g 35

2000-02 EEEC R 5
200305 EEE N 5

0] 20 40 60 80 100

SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Vertical axis shows birth years (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years). Highest educational attainment shown as
of age 19.

The largest shift in educational attainment occurred in bachelor’s degree completion by age 24 (Figure 6).
For those born from 1997-1999, fewer than 10 percent of 19-year-olds have less than a high school diploma,
while approximately one-third have earned a bachelor’s or advanced degree. The share who fail to
complete high school has shrunk by half; meanwhile the share who complete a bachelor’s degree or more

15. See Technical Appendix Figures C5 to C9 for additional long-term cohort trends using CPS data.
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has increased by about half. Much of that improvement includes completing a credential; a similar share of
young adults have at least some college attendance by age 24 (62% among those born in the mid-80s

compared to 67% of those born in 1997-99) but more today have earned a bachelor’s degree or more."

Figure 6

Completion of bachelor’s degree by age 24 has increased by half for
the most recent generations

Educational attainment by age 24 (%)

[l Less than high school [ High school [l Some college [l Associate ] Bachelor's | Advanced

1985-87 NE! 24 31 21
1988-90 WV 24 31
1991-93 K] 24 32

0 20 40 60 80 100

SOURCE: : PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Vertical axis shows birth years (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years). Highest educational attainment shown as
of age 24.

Degree attainment in recent cohorts is higher across all demographic groups (Technical Appendix Tables C3
and C4). Asian women have the highest rates of bachelor’s degree completion, approaching 60 percent,
followed by white women at roughly 45 percent. In contrast, Latino men have the lowest completion rates at
12 percent and experienced relatively modest gains, while Black men also saw limited improvement over
the same period.

16. Longer-term educational attainment trends track with patterns we observe in these more recent cohorts (Technical Appendix
Figures C6 and C7).
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Community college and young Californians

California’s community college system serves nearly 1.8 million students—representing close to 60 percent of
the state’s college enrollment for academic year 2022-23 (Cook 2025). While we do not have data to
examine these pathways in detail, we provide insights here from publicly available information.

Overall, the share of young adults enrolled in community college ebbs and flows with macroeconomic trends
to some extent but has been generally stable. The share of 15-19-year-olds enrolled in community colleges
has grown from 15 to 18 percent since the early 2000s, while enrollment among 20-24-year-olds has held

17
steady around 20 percent.

Community college enrollment ebbs and flows over time for all age
groups
Enroliment as a % of the population in the same age range

— Age 15-19 — Age 20-24 Age 25-29 — Age 30-34
30

25
20

15/L/\/_/\/

10

_/X/ ~—

2000 '02 '04 '06 '08 10 "2 14 16 18 '20 '22

SOURCES: PPIC calculations based on Department of Finance Population Estimates and California Community Colleges
Chancellor’s Office Management Information System Data Mart.

NOTES: Data Mart provides information for those age “19 or less.” We assume most of those students are between ages 15
and 19 and use population estimates for that age range for our calculations. Enrollment during the to the fall term of each
year.

Community colleges awarded 200,000 associate degrees and 124,000 certificates in 2023—24—more than
doubling in the past two decades (Technical Appendix Figure C20). However, award completion remains low:
69 percent of 2014-15 high school graduates who first enrolled in a community college had earned no award
after eight years (Johnson and Cuellar Mejia 2025; Perez and Gomez 2024). Course-taking patterns among
students of different ages suggest how these pathways and outcomes have changed over time (Technical
Appendix Table C19):

» Transfer focus: Students 19 and younger increasingly enroll in and complete transferable courses.

Students aged 20 or over take fewer transfer credits and their share has not increased over time.'®

» Career focus: Older students concentrate more on career education, with those 25 or older enrolling in
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at least seven vocational credits per full-time-equivalent enrollment compared to just one to three for
the younger students. These trends have been consistent since 1999.

» Degree focus: Young Californians are completing more degree-applicable credits (between 6.5 and 7.5,
with a success rate of 72 percent), which are required to earn a certificate or an associate degree.

Entry into the Labor Market, and into Full-Time Work, Occurs Later

Across all cohorts of young adults, entry into work climbs through the early 20s (Figure 7, first panel). By age
22, for instance, over 70 percent are working, and gaps across birth years are narrow. For the cohorts we
can observe throughout their 20s, rates mostly stabilize in the late 20s.

These patterns reveal broad similarity across generations, despite changing demographics and economic
conditions. However, trajectories differ across generations, with older groups entering the labor market

earlier and more recently born groups entering later—but with higher participation rates.”

17. On a full-time-equivalent basis, these trends are similar. These patterns reflect an increase in dual enroliment for high school
students (Zhou et al. 2025), driving up the enrollment share of 15-19-year-olds. Without dual enrollment students, total enroliment
would have decreased 14 percent in the period analyzed. Dual enroliment students represented 10 percent of total CCC enrollment
in fall 2023 compared to 4 percent in fall 2000.

18. While transfer from community college to four-year institutions has increased since 2000, rates have fallen since 2010 for the
youngest students and since 2013 for older students (Cuellar Mejia et al. 2023).

19. See Technical Appendix Figures C8 and C9 for longer-term trends in labor force participation.
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Figure 7
Older cohorts had higher labor force participation as teenagers
In the labor force (%)

Labor force participation
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Bars represent birth cohort (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years) in the labor force (first panel) and working full
time (second panel).
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Older cohorts had higher labor force participation as teenagers
Working full time (%)

Full-time work
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Bars represent birth cohort (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years) in the labor force (first panel) and working full
time (second panel).

While working full time is uncommon until the mid-20s, older cohorts of young adults are more likely to work
full time earlier in life, compared to more recent generations (Figure 7, second panel). But early entry into
full-time work for older generations does not mean they are better off in this regard by the late 20s; the
youngest cohorts we can measure, those born in the mid- to late-90s, are more likely to be working full-time
than their older counterparts once they reach age 25.%°

Gender differences in labor force participation persist but have narrowed

At age 24, men in most recent cohorts are slightly more likely to be in the labor force than women (81% vs.
78%; Technical Appendix Tables C5 and C6). By age 30, labor force participation rises to 87 percent for men
and 80 percent for women. Across racial and ethnic groups, rates are comparatively lower for Black men
and Latina women throughout young adulthood. Among Latina women, child care responsibilities play a role
in lower participation (Lafortune et al. 2024).

20. In supplementary figures in the Technical Appendix, we chart part-time employment, which tends to peak in the early 20s, with
nearly half of young adults working part-time at those ages, before declining to around or below 30 percent by age 30 (Technical
Appendix Figure C21).
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At age 24, white and Latino men have the highest rates of full-time employment, with close to 50 percent
working full time, while Black men, Black women, and Latina women exhibit some of the lowest rates. By
age 30, full-time employment rises substantially for most groups, with Asian men surpassing all others at 71
percent, followed by white and Latino men at 66 percent and 64 percent, respectively (Technical Appendix
Tables C7 and C8).

More recent cohorts report slightly higher hourly wages

On average, median wages are slightly higher for more recent cohorts (Technical Appendix Figure C10). By
age 23, for example, median wages (inflation adjusted) are roughly 3 dollars per hour higher for those born
in 2000 to 2002 compared to those born in the late 1980s. The pattern continues into their late 20s; wages
for more recent generations exceed that of their predecessors. Additionally, the advantage of those born in
the mid-1980s fades away, and by age 30, their median wage is lowest across cohorts. Economic conditions
in early adulthood have an outsize impact on earnings—most notably during the Great Recession—when
controlling for these factors, wage differences are much smaller across cohorts.

Young Adults Not in School or Work

Who makes up the group of young adults who are not in school or working? There are notable demographic
shifts across cohorts (Technical Appendix Tables C17 and C18):21 whereas women in older cohorts made up
the majority of young adults out of school and work, today young men make up the majority at age 16 and
20—although the divide is even at age 24. Latino young adults comprise the majority in older and recent

cohorts.

Recent cohorts of young adults today who are out school and work are also much less likely to have
children and/or have ever been married, especially through age 24. Also, many more are still living with
their parents than in prior generations.

The Share Not in School or Work Varies by Demographic Group

Rates of young Californians out of school and work vary by gender and race/ethnicity but have fallen at all
ages and in all groups when comparing younger and older generations (Figure 8). In recent cohorts, men
(13%) are more likely than women (11%) to be out of school and work at age 20, while the opposite was true
in earlier cohorts: women (17%) were more likely than men (15%) to be out of school and work. At age 24,
women become more likely than men to be out of school and work in both older and younger generations;
but again, the share has fallen in recent cohorts.

21. Technical Appendix Table C18 reports demographic characteristics at key ages and across generations—the young adults who
are out of work in the most recent cohorts at age 16, 20, 24, and 30 compared to those born in the mid-1980s. Later, we use
regression analysis to decompose the role these demographic shifts and other factors play in accounting for differences across
cohorts.

22/44



Figure 8

The share of young adults out of school and work has fallen more for
women than men

Young adults out of school and work

Recent cohort <<< Older cohort
(2003-05) (1985-87)
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Women 1% @ @ 17%
Latino 14% @ ® 21%
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Black 23% @ ® 25%
White 10% @® @®12%
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Cohort average rates of being out of school and work, by demographic group.

The share of young adults out of school and work has fallen more for
women than men
Young adults out of school and work

Recent cohort <<< Older cohort

(2006-08) (1985-87)

Men 1.6% @ ® 2:1%
Women 1.3% @ ® 2.9%
Latino 1.9% @ ® 3.8%
Asian 1.1% @ 1.1%
Black 1.7% @ ® 2.4%
White 0.6% @ ® 1.5%
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Cohort average rates of being out of school and work, by demographic group.
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The share of young adults out of school and work has fallen more for
women than men
Young adults out of school and work

Recent cohort <<< Older cohort

(1997-99) (1985-87)

Men 16.7% @ ® 20.4%
Women 18.3% @ ® 24.2%
Latino 18.2% @ @ 27%
Asian 13.4% @ ® 16.2%
Black 27.7% @ ® 31.5%
White 15.7% @ @ 16.8%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Cohort average rates of being out of school and work, by demographic group.

Notable differences appear in the share out of school and work across demographic groups: young Black
and Latino Californians have higher rates compared to their Asian and white peers at every age, with the
highest likelihood among Black men and women, and Latina women across cohorts (Technical Appendix
Figures C2, C12, and C13). Despite these disparities, the overall rates of being out of school and work have
improved modestly for all groups over time, though we lack the precision to draw firm conclusions for all

22
groups.

Being out of School and Work Is a Temporary Phenomenon for Most

We analyze the Current Population Survey (CPS) to examine the challenges that may leave young adults out
of school and work either for a long period or for short spells that indicate transitions rather than
“disconnection.” Individuals in the CPS are interviewed for four months, not interviewed for the next eight,
and then interviewed again for four months. This means that we observe individuals twice, one year apart:
for example, an individual surveyed in January through April in one year will be surveyed during the same
months the next year.23

We calculate year-to-year transition rates for labor force participation and enroliment in schooling. Figure 9
reports transitions into and out of the labor force at different ages for young adults born from the mid-1980s
through the late 1990s (and early 2000s under age 24).

22. Comparisons across race-age-gender-cohort groups are less precise due to small sample sizes for some groups (especially
Black men and women).

23. The sample is similar to the ACS data used earlier in this report; it is representative of the California population and affords
detailed employment, education, and household information. It is a longer series, going back to the 1970s, but is a smaller sample so
we must group more ages and birth years together for our analysis.
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At either end of the age spectrum, most young adults do not change their work status year to year; the
youngest are mostly not in the labor force and stay that way and the oldest are mostly in the labor force and
stay that way.

However, across generations the share of 16- to 19-year-olds not in the labor force increases, and the share
entering the workforce year-to-year decreases, consistent with our earlier results on young adults staying in
education Ionger.24 Across generations, the share of 20- to 24-year-olds who are not in the labor force also
increases slightly—as do annual transitions out of the workforce. Entries into the workforce exceed exits for
most generations at any age, reflecting traditional early career years. For those 25-30, entries and exits
have remained relatively stable across cohorts.

Figure 9
Year-to-year transition rates into and out of the labor force among young adults, by birth

cohort
Percent of cohort
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SOURCE: Current Population Survey for California.

NOTES: Adjacent to the x-axis are birth cohorts (e.g., 85-89=1985 to 1989 birth years) and then ages at which outcomes are
measured. Outcomes all pertain to labor force participation (LF). Year-to-year transition rates estimated using matched responses
across survey waves 12 months apart.

Using a similar approach, we examine year-to-year transitions for being both out of school and work. As
most are in school and/or working in their teenage years, we focus on ages 20-24. The share who remain
out of school and work two years in a row is nearly half, dropping from 8 percent in the 1985-89 cohort to 4
percent in the 2000-04 cohort (Technical Appendix Figure C14).25 This suggests that most return to

24. Both increases are statistically significant, comparing late 1980s to 1990s and early 2000s cohorts.
25. This decline is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
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education and/or employment in any given year. Rather than being a “persistent” state, young adults have
considerable flow out of (and into) school and work.

Figure 10 splits these differences by gender. The decline—particularly in more persistent disconnection of
longer than one year—is most notable for women (11% for the 1985-89 cohort to 2% in 2000—-04). For men,
the rate has remained similar.

Figure 10
Year-to-year transition rates into and out of school/work, by gender and birth cohort
Percent of cohort, ages 20-24
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SOURCE: Current Population Survey for California.
NOTES: Those who are not in school or work at time of CPS survey. Year-to-year transition rates estimated using matched
responses across survey waves 12 months apart.

For both men and women, the share who moved into school or work within a year has also increased. But
for women, the share in their early 20s is generally smaller than the overall share entering or persisting
without work or school. For men, the opposite is true, indicating a net growth in being out of school and

. . . . 26
work on average over these ages (consistent with earlier evidence).
Overall, these statistics provide important nuance about the variation in the persistence of young adults
who are out of school and work. On the one hand, the small share of those who are out of school or work
for longer periods may face longer-term and more structural barriers to employment or education.

On the other hand, there is considerable flow into and out of school and work, and more young adults
experience some spell of being out of school and work at some point in early adulthood than point-in-time
statistics reported earlier show. This is consistent with longitudinal evidence from MaCurdy et al. (2024),
who show that 19 percent of young men and 25 percent of young women in the early 2000s experienced at

26. Changes in the share remaining in or out of school/work are statistically significant for women but not for men; changes in the
transition rates to/from disconnection from work and school are not typically statistically significant across cohorts.
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least one spell of being out of work and school. Future research examining longitudinal trajectories could
provide greater insight into these transitions and the variation in the persistence of the connection to school
and work over early adulthood.

Household Milestones

Young adulthood is a period when individuals begin forming independent households, which can include
moving away from their parents, marriage, childbirth, and taking on financial responsibilities. These
decisions interact with the educational and employment milestones discussed above but also are
influenced by a broad range of social, cultural, and other factors (Hemes and Vespa 2025). In our data, we
observe some key milestones related to household formation.

Household Milestones Occur Later for More Recent Cohorts

Young adults today are more likely to live with their parents longer, enter marriage later, and have fewer
children than earlier counterparts. These trends may reflect broader changes in economic conditions, social
norms, and the timing of major life events. It has become increasingly more common for young Californians
to delay forming a household and having children.

Most young Californians born in the 1980s were not living with their parents by age 22. By comparison,
those born in the 1990s and early 2000s took an additional two years for a majority to live apart from their
parents; that is, by age 24 (Figure 11). Around 20-30 percent of young adults in all the generations we can
track into their late 20s and age 30 are living with their parents by 24, regardless of birth year. So, the key
difference across generations is when between the ages of 19 and 30 young adults form households
independent of their parents.
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Figure 11
Young Californians today live with parents longer
% living with parents

W 1985-87 1988-90 W1991-93 [1994-96 M1997-99 [ 2000-02 [¥2003-05
I 2006-08

100
80
60

40

20

Age 16 20 22 24 30

SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Bars represent birth cohort (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years).

Relatedly, fewer young adults are married in their 20s today than in prior generations.27 By age 22, for
instance, about 14 percent of Californians born in the 1980s were ever married; for the most recent
generation (those born in the early 2000s) the rate is about half as much (Figure 12).

Though marriage rates increase with age, fewer in recent generations are married by their late 20s than
their earlier counterparts. By age 30, more than 46 percent of children born in the mid-1980s were ever
married compared to 39 percent of those born in the early 1990s. It remains to be seen if those born in the
2000s will have even slower marriage rates—so far, they are tracking with their counterparts born in the
mid-1990s.

27. We include those who are currently or ever married in our definition. This excludes those who are cohabiting but are not married.
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Figure 12
Young Californians today marry later
% ever married
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Bars represent birth cohort (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years).

Finally, fewer young adults are becoming parents in their 20s today compared to earlier generations. By
age 22, over 10 percent of those born in the 1980s were parents, but the rate is half as much for those born
in the early 2000s. The trajectory toward parenthood declines cohort by cohort at almost every age, with
the biggest gaps emerging around age 23 and persisting through the late 20s.
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Figure 13
Young Californians today have fewer children
% with children under 5 years-old
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SOURCE: PPIC calculations based on American Community Survey (ACS) — IPUMS for California.
NOTES: Bars represent birth cohort (e.g., 1985-87= 1985 to 1987 birth years).

Across demographic groups, these changes vary. Whereas the share of young adults living with their
parents increased by several percentage points across generations, the opposite was true for Asian young
adults, who were less likely to live with their parents into their early twenties (Technical Appendix Tables C9
and C10). Marriage rates have declined more among Latina women (at age 24, a 12-percentage point drop)
and Black men (at age 30, a 9-percentage point reduction; Technical Appendix Tables C11 and C12) than
other race-gender groups. Similarly, the largest reductions in childbearing occurred among Latino and Black
women at ages 20 and 24, each exceeding 10 percentage points, while Black females at age 30 were the
only group to see an increase in this measure, rising by 3.9 percentage points (Technical Appendix Tables
C13 and C14).

The Drivers behind the Trends

What is driving the differences across cohorts in their economic, educational, and social outcomes? Here,
we consider the role of shifting demographic composition, broad social patterns, and economic conditions.
For example, young adults born in the mid- to late-1980s were in their early 20s during and following the
Great Recession—in the late 2000s and early 2010s—exactly when they might be starting work after
college. Similarly, disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic are associated with (temporary) increases in
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the share neither working nor in school for young adults born between 1994-1996, who were in their early
20s at that point (Technical Appendix Figure C11).

Unpacking differences across cohorts

To understand why recent cohorts are experiencing different trajectories, we use regression models to control
for (1) a variety of demographic differences at the individual level (e.g., race, sex), and (2) time period effects
that capture the broad socioeconomic forces that may have influenced different outcomes at different points
of time, such as the decline in employment among young labor market entrants following the Great

Recession.?® Doing so reveals how much of the observed cross-cohort differences are explained by
underlying differences in demographic composition and/or the economic contexts in which different
generations come of age. Importantly, these regressions do not provide causal estimates but help us
decompose and understand correlations in the data across generations and demographic groups. Additional
details can be found in Technical Appendix D.

More Young Adults Are Completing Bachelor’s Degrees

With each cohort, greater shares of young adults complete bachelor’s degrees at age 24, even after
controlling for demographics, regional unemployment rates, and time period effects—which capture
common factors that affect all individuals in a given three-year window (e.g., the Great Recession).29 This
suggests underlying shifts driving college degree completion beyond the macroeconomy and demographic
changes in California.

Nonetheless, important differences appear across demographic groups. Asian and white young adults have
higher completion rates than Black and Latino young adults (between +17 pp for white to +25 pp for Asian
young adults). Women also have higher rates than men on average by 8 percentage points, though family
responsibilities create barriers—women with young children are 10 pp less likely than women without
children to complete a degree.

Workforce Participation Is Similar between Men and Women

For those age 24 or older, labor force participation rates are statistically similar across generations after
controlling for demographic characteristics and period effects (see Technical Appendix Table D2).30 Holding
these other factors equal, Latino young adults have the highest participation rates, 4 to 7 pp higher than

28. We employ the approach of Lofstrom, Martin, and Premkumar (2023) by binning year effects into a three-year period effect. See
Technical Appendix D for full specifications.

29. Specifically, completion likelihood increases by about 4 percentage points for late 1990s cohorts compared to the baseline
comparison group (1985-87) for the most complete model versus 4 to 6 pp increases for the basic one (see Technical Appendix
Table D1, Model 3 vs. 8). Temporal effects that may reflect policy and other economic factors after the Great Recession and during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic contribute positively to bachelor’'s completion rates among 24-year-olds beyond generational
changes (ranging from 5 to 8 percentage point increases between 2016—-18 and 2022-23 periods; additional results available upon
request).

30. However, the years 2013-15 and 2019-21 introduced a statistically significant shock (-2 pp) compared to 2010-12, which is
consistent with the impact of recession on decisions or ability to join the labor market at that time.
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other groups. Women have 2 pp lower rates than men—and for women with young children, the rate is 14
pp lower.

In terms of full-time work, more recent generations are more likely to be working full time by their mid- to
late-20s than their older counterparts. These trends are largely explained by period effects rather than
demographic changes, controlling for other characteristics (see Technical Appendix Table D3).31

Racial and gender differences persist after controlling for other demographic and period differences across
generations. Latino young adults are more likely to be employed full time when compared to other racial
groups, who are between 2 to 3 pp less likely. Women are also less likely to be employed full time (-5 pp)
compared to men, and even more so if they have a child under age 5 (-9 pp compared to women without
children under age 5).

Economic and Period Conditions Explain Generational Differences in Young Adults
Not in School or Work

The rates of young Californians who are out of school and work have fallen, largely due to economic
factors. Generational differences are similar after controlling for demographics (see Technical Appendix
Table D4). While race/ethnicity, nativity, and other characteristics are related to school and labor force
participation, their differences across cohorts do not appear to drive long-term trends.

What does seem to matter are economic conditions: accounting for regional unemployment rates explains
some of the generational differences, and accounting for time period and unemployment fully explain
them.>” Some of this likely reflects the impact of changing labor market conditions; some may reflect how
social patterns, like the decline in teen births, have widespread effects on the choices of young adults over
time.

However, differences in the share of young adults out of school and work persists across racial groups even
after controlling for other economic and demographic factors: Black young adults have 6 percentage point
higher rates than Latinos, while Asian and white individuals have 5 and 3pp lower rates than Latinos,
respectively.

Milestones Reflect Generational Shifts beyond Demographics and Period

Even after controlling for demographic and period effects, recent generations show significant differences
in marriage, having children under age 5, or living independently from parents.

31. Californians in their later 20s between 2016-18 to 2022-23 have a higher likelihood of having a full-time job than those who
reached their late 20s at other times (ranging from +2 pp to +5 pp compared to the period of reference, 2010-12). This reflects
stronger labor markets after the Great Recession and during the pandemic recovery.

32. There is one exception: after controlling for demographics and period effects, there are small positive differences comparing the
oldest cohort (1985-87) to the youngest cohort (2006—-08). However, we only observe this cohort up to age 17.
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Some but not all of the generational decline in the likelihood to marry is explained by demographics and
period effects. Similarly, while recent cohorts of young adults are more likely to live with their parents,
generational differences are mostly (but not entirely) explained by demographic and period-specific factors.

There are also differences by race and gender. Marriage rates for Asian and Black young adults are 9 pp
and 8 pp lower, respectively, compared to Latino young adults. Young women today are 6 pp less likely to
live with their parents than men, all else equal. White young adults are 9 pp less likely to live with their
parents than Latino young adults while Asian young adults are 1 pp more likely.

Notably, the share living with parents has been rising: rates through 2013-23 are 5-7 percentage points
higher than through 2004-06. The change may reflect greater housing costs, longer time in postsecondary
education, and other challenging economic conditions.

Generational gender patterns reflect timing and likelihood of having children

Childbirth, or the delaying of it, is a major factor among those not in school or work, which is seen most
clearly in gender gaps.34 The gaps have narrowed over time: in earlier generations, more young women
were out of education and work as of age 20 or 24 compared to men—while the opposite is true in recent
generations (Figure 8, earlier). Since at least 1980s birth cohorts, young adult women over 18 and without
children have always had lower rates of being out of school and work than their male counterparts
(Technical Appendix Figure C18). The importance of childbearing in connection to education or work for
young women is particularly notable in the 20s; by age 30, differences in being out of school and work
between young men and women are smaller.

Early Warnings and Interventions

Beyond economic and generational drivers, individual choices and family contexts shape young adults’
achievement of key milestones. Longitudinal data lets us assess these factors, tracking individuals over time
as they progress through school and work. California has developed the Cradle to Career Data System,
which will meet such data needs when fully complete. At this stage, we rely on a national source, the High
School Longitudinal Study (HSLS) from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) as well as
research literature.

The HSLS has tracked ninth graders in 2009 through their high school, college, and early careers (Technical
Appendix B). This group corresponds to our 1994-95 birth cohort; however, the HSLS sample does not

33. The most recent cohort we use for the analysis, 2000-02, shows an 8 pp lower marriage likelihood than the 1985-87 baseline
in basic models, moderating slightly when considering other demographic characteristics and reducing even further to -2 pp when
introducing period-effect controls and remaining statistically significant (see Technical Appendix Table D5). Comparing basic cohort
models to fully specified models shows that generational effects in the likelihood of living with one’s parents are considerably
attenuated when both demographic characteristics and period effects are accounted for: cohort advantages decrease from 7 pp for
the 2000-02 cohort in basic models to 4 pp in the one that includes demographic variables, and further reduce to 1 pp—and not
statistically significant, when period effects are added (see Technical Appendix Table D6).

34. Across generations, the decline in childbearing in young adult years is not fully explained by demographic compositional
changes or period effects (see Technical Appendix Table D7 Model 1vs. 5 vs. 6). Period effects show statistically significant declining
likelihoods for having young children in recent years (-3 pp in 2019-21and -3 pp in 2022-23—compared to 2004-06) that may be
associated to broader economic trends.
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permit a California-only analysis given its limited size. Nonetheless, national patterns are similar to those of

California’s young adults with few exc:eptions.35

Early Indicators for Young Adults Not in School or Work

We use HSLS data to connect high school indicators with odds of being out of school and work later in life.
While this analysis is not causal, early indicators could be used to direct attention by practitioners or

policymakers in the hopes of preventing later adverse outcomes.>® A few key early correlates of later
outcomes emerge (Technical Appendix Table B2):

» Higher family socioeconomic status in high school is associated with significantly lower odds of being out of

school or work at age 21-22.%" Socioeconomic status, together with parental education and employment,
also explains much of the disparity across race/ethnic groups.

» Better high school math performance is associated with a lower probability of being out of school and work
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later in life—even after controlling for socioeconomic factors and demographic characteristics.

» Individual expectations for educational attainment in the future correlate with odds of being out of school

and work: a high schooler expecting to earn a bachelor’s degree or more is less likely to be disconnected
by age 21-22.

» Dropping out of high school before earning a diploma is associated with a higher probability of being out of
school and work later in life, while the inverse is true for completing high school.

Insights into Interventions and Supports to Aid Connection to School and Work

Related research has examined what works to support young adults who are not working nor in school to
reengage in one or both.

High school completion: Because of the connection between high school completion and later work and
education outcomes, strategies aimed at identifying and preventing at-risk high school students from
dropping out are a major focus of intervention.

Effective strategies from rigorous evaluations include monitoring student attendance and academic
performance for early warning signs, providing timely and personalized academic or behavioral support to

35. While PPIC has a license to use restricted NCES data, access is currently curtailed by reduced staffing and funding for NCES. We
find that national patterns in the HSLS are similar to our findings among California’s young adults with the exception of gender
differences in disconnection. Nationwide, 12 percent of 21-22-year-olds are disconnected from education and the labor force as of
2016 (Technical Appendix Table B1). More young women are enrolled in postsecondary education nationwide than in California,
while more young men are working full time in the US. However, there are no gender differences in the likelihood of disconnection
from work and school. Black (19%) and Latino (14%) young adults are more likely to be disconnected at age 21-22 compared to white
(11%) and Asian (10%) young adults.

36. We employ a simple regression approach to correlate individual observable characteristics in high school with later
disconnection at age 21-22. To check for robustness, we analyze the same models, but with logit regressions as the “disconnection”
outcome variable is binary. Results from the logit regressions are largely consistent with the results from OLS regressions (Technical
Appendix Table B3).

37. Socioeconomic status is calculated as a composite variable using parent/guardians’ education, occupation, and family income. In
this report, we use the SES quintile measure, which divides the SES index distribution into five equal groups amongst the sample.
38. Math performance, specifically, represents a student’s score on a mathematics assessment in algebraic reasoning taken as part
of the baseline survey in ninth grade. The test was designed to assess students’ understanding of major algebraic content domains
and key algebraic processes.
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students who have fallen off track (either individually or in small groups), and engaging students in curricula
or programs that connect schoolwork with college and career readiness (Rumberger et al. 2017; Freeman &
Simonsen 2015).

Additionally, alternative schools, equivalency-to-college bridge programs, and comprehensive youth
programs have been found to offer promising results for reengaging youth who have dropped out to pursue
secondary education, earn a diploma, and even bridge to postsecondary vocational training or college
(Treskon 2016).

Connection to postsecondary education: While pursuing higher education may be a more difficult path for
young adults who are disconnected from work and school, programs that connect young adults with
academic counselors or mentors have demonstrated success in postsecondary enrollment (Jobs for the
Future 2018). Pursuing career education or earning credentials through community colleges also offer a
pathway for youth to reengage with postsecondary education and build skills for the future (Anderson et al.
2019).

Engagement with work and work-based learning: While education can offer one route to “reconnect,”
research shows that many young adults out of school and work are more inclined to pursue work-related
opportunities. Opportunities for paid work, such as apprenticeships, pre-apprenticeships, or paid internships
can result in skill gains, as well as the ability to afford basic needs to help stay connected to work
(Alexander et al. 2023).

Job training and workforce development programs, particularly those with integrated support and financial
services, also have shown success in supporting reconnection with labor market opportunities (Treskon
2016; Alexander et al. 2023). For youth out of work and school who may be reluctant to seek help
reengaging, research has shown programs designed to meet multiple needs through bundled services and
additional supports, such as counseling or case management, can be particularly successful (Millenky et al.
2024).

Conclusion

Young adults make critical choices between the ages of 16 and 24 that can have long-term payoffs—or
repercussions. They don’t make these choices in a vacuum and may be influenced by their economic
circumstances and the macroeconomy, access to educational and training opportunities, and broader social
trends. Today’s young adults are considering how college pays off relative to its costs, what looking for a job
in a slow market means for their opportunities, and whether living at home makes better sense than facing
high rents.

Despite the present challenges, we find that young adults are generally staying in school longer, earning
higher-level credentials, and entering into full-time work at higher rates than their predecessors. The vast
majority have achieved these milestones by age 24—fewer among them are out of school and work. More
recent cohorts are more likely to be in school—and stay in school longer to earn postsecondary degrees
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through their early adult years. Despite decreases over time in the share who work, young adults are

. . . . . 39
pursuing postsecondary education to earn credentials or build skills for future careers.

Household composition and formation has also shifted for young adults. In recent generations, fewer are
getting married in their 20s or having children, affecting the share who remain in school and who enter the
labor market. Across their early 20s, young women are much more likely to be working or in school than in
prior generations.

Today, 16- to 20-year-old young men are more likely to be out of school and work than young women of the
same age—a reversal of past trends; inequities by race also persist as Black and Latino Californians remain
more likely to be out of school and work.

Nationally, high school grades, student expectations, and completing high school are correlated with lower
odds of being out of school and work after high school. Given these patterns, promising directions to
improve labor market and educational connections include policies that help students earn better grades
and earn their diplomas and that expand access to affordable postsecondary education and early career
experiences.

Indeed, we see the biggest rise in young adults out of school and work around the end of high
school—making it an important time for interventions. Still, family socioeconomic status explains much of the
disparity by race and ethnicity (nationally), suggesting that policies that target young adults must take into
account underlying economic circumstances and disparities.

Being out of school and work is not a persistent state—most young adults out of school or work at a given
time eventually undertake education or employment one year later. Yet some remain out of school and work
for longer. Young adults who struggle with transitions around schooling or work may require different policy
prescriptions than those who are persistently out of the labor force and school. The share of young women
experiencing longer spells of disconnection has fallen, but the opposite is true for young men. Interventions
that target young Californians who are disconnected from school and work should reflect the changing
demographic composition of this population.

Additional longitudinal data sources, like California’s Cradle to Career Data System, would bolster future
research on the key transition points over young adulthood. Records in other states have illuminated
important factors around young adult milestones, allowing nuanced indicators at the individual level (Boston
Consulting Group 2023). Beyond enabling better research, these data systems could improve identification
of young adults at risk of or experiencing some level of disconnection.

39. Broader labor market shifts (e.g., Al) and considerations of economic sufficiency (e.g., cost of living) may mean that reaching
these milestones need not come with the same level of economic success. Future research will be needed to track these trends and
understand the evolving returns to education; these are beyond the scope of this current study.
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