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High Joblessness for Black Youth:
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Introduction
Black youth should have a higher rate of employment than white youth since they have a
greater need to work. In general, Black youth have less wealth and a higher poverty rate than
white youth. Black youth are less likely to pursue a bachelor's or advanced degree, and, if
they do, they are more likely to drop out of college than white youth. Black youth are more
likely to start a family before 25 than white youth.
Unfortunately, because of antiblack discrimination in the labor market and other factors,
Black youth work less than white youth. There is a very high rate of joblessness among Black
youth relative to their white peers — higher than even that suggested by the unemployment
rate. This high rate of joblessness sets many Black youths on a troubled path into adulthood,
a path that will also cause difficulties for their children.
In this report, "youth" and "young" will refer to individuals 16 to 24 years old, except where
otherwise indicated.
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Key Findings
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•

Households headed by youth are low in financial resources, but the households of Black
youth are significantly worse off than those of their white peers.

•

Youth unemployment rates are high relative to the overall rate, but the Black youth rate
has been roughly twice the white youth rate from 2007 to today.

•

The Black youth employment-to-population ratio or employment rate is consistently
lower than the white rate, although proportionately more Black youth should be
employed, not fewer.

•

The white-Black unemployment rate gap could be closed if Black youth had an additional
192,000 jobs. But, it would require nearly three times that number, or 540,000 jobs, to
close the employment rate gap . The unemployment rate dramatically undercounts
joblessness for Black youth.

•

When comparing white and Black youth not enrolled in school, Black youth still have a
large 9.4 percentage point deficit in their employment rate. To fill this gap would require
251,000 additional jobs for Black youth.

•

Because of the US Supreme Court's Dobbs v. Jackson's Women's Health Organization decision
which ended the federal right to an abortion, many Black youths will have children before
they are ready. The abortion rate for Black females is higher than for white females, and a
larger share of Black youth reside in states where abortion is banned, will be banned, or
has strong restrictions. These births mean more Black youths will need jobs.
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The Relative Economic Disadvantages Facing Black
Youth Indicates a Greater Need for Jobs
Black youth have lower educational attainment than white youth and, therefore, should start
full-time work earlier than white youth. About half of Black high school graduates go on to
post-secondary education, but two-thirds of white high school graduates do the same.1 Of
the individuals who pursue post-secondary education, about 30 percent of white students do
not obtain a degree or certificate, but 45 percent of Black students are in this situation.2
Given that many of these individuals without a degree or certificate have student loan debt, it
is very important that they find work.
Black youth have a higher birth rate than white youth.3 Therefore, Black youth are more likely
to have children that need financial support. For this reason, Black youth should be working at
higher rates than white youth.
In general, Black families have only a fraction of the wealth of white families.4 The Black
poverty rate is also much higher than the white rate.5 Thus, the average Black youth has a
greater economic need to work than white youth.

1 National Center for Education Statistics, 2021.
2 Tate, 2017.
3 National Center for Health Statistics, 2021.
4 Bhutta et al., 2020.
5 Fox and Burns, 2021.
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Figure 1
Young Black houseolds are more likely to have no wealth.
Young* Households with Zero or Negative Net Worth, 2010—2019**

Source: Author's analysis of Survey of Consumer Finances Data from the Federal Reserve accessed via
https://sda.berkeley.edu/archive.htm.
* Under 35 years old. ** Data are from 2010, 2013, 2016, and 2019.
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Figure 2
Young white households have 12 times the wealth of young Black households.
Young* White and Black Households, 2019$, 2010—2019**

Source: Author's analysis of Survey of Consumer Finances Data from the Federal Reserve accessed via
https://sda.berkeley.edu/archive.htm.
* Under 35 years old. ** Data are from 2010, 2013, 2016, and 2019.

The economic disadvantages of Black youth also apply specifically to households headed by
Black youth. Households headed by individuals under 35 are not generally wealthy, but
households headed by Black youth are considerably worse off than their white peers. While
nearly a quarter of young white households have no wealth or are in debt, about 40 percent
of young Black households are in this situation (Figure 1). The median net worth of young
white households is approximately 12 times that of Black young households (Figure 2).
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Figure 3
Young White households have a high poverty rate, and the Black rate is higher still.
Supplemental Poverty Rate for Households Headed by Individuals 16 to 24 Years Old, 2010—2019

Source: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics accessed via
IPUMS-CPS, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org.

Young households headed by individuals under 25 have high rates of poverty. A quarter of
young white households are in poverty (Figure 3). The share is even greater for young Black
households where nearly 40 percent are in poverty.
Because of the US Supreme Court's Dobbs v. Jackson's Women's Health Organization decision,
many Black youth will be denied access to abortion. At the time of this writing, about half of
Black youth but only about 40 percent of white youth reside in states where abortion is

8

High Joblessness for Black Youth:
More Than 500,000 Jobs are Needed

banned, will be banned, or has strong restrictions.6 The abortion rate for Black females is
significantly higher than for white females.7
Conservative lawmakers will force proportionally more Black youth to have children when
they are not ready. (The data suggest that few women consider adoption to be an alternative
to abortion.8 The choice is between having an abortion or becoming a parent.) As the
conservative policy expert Stuart Butler has noted, these conservative lawmakers tend to be
"very strongly pro-life, but at the same time [they are] very strongly against expanding
government assistance or raising taxes to fund government assistance"9 for needy children. In
a post-Roe United States, there is an even greater need for jobs for Black youth who have
been forced by conservatives to have children.

6 Author's analysis of American Community Survey data from the US Census Bureau accessed via Ruggles et al., 2022 and KFF,
2022.
7 Kortsmit et al., 2020.
8 Sisson et al., 2017.
9 NPR, 2022.
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The White-Black Unemployment Rate versus
Employment Rate Gap
Black youth should have a higher rate of employment than white youth since they are less
likely to be in school, are more likely to have children to support, and are more likely to have
financial hardships. But this is not the case. Black youth work at a substantially lower rate
than white youth.

Figure 4
Black youth unemployment is much higher than white youth unemployment.
White and Black, Age 16 to 24, 2007—2022

Source: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2022 data is for the first six months.
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Figure 4 shows the white and Black youth unemployment rates from 2007 to the first half of
2022. This date range shows a complete business cycle from the 2007 peak to the 2019 peak
and the more recent years.
Youth unemployment rates are high relative to the overall rate. For the first half of 2022, the
overall unemployment rate was 3.8 percent,10 but the unemployment rate for white youth, 16
to 24 years old, was significantly higher at 7.3 percent (Figure 4). While the white youth rate
is high relative to the overall rate, it is still much lower than the rate for Black youth. The
Black youth unemployment rate was 14.2 percent in the first half of 2022. As illustrated in
Figure 4, the unemployment rate for Black youth is consistently higher than the rate for white
youth. The Black youth rate has been roughly twice the white youth rate from 2007 to 2022.
The ratio shrank some at the start of the pandemic in 2020, but it has widened again.11
The unemployment rate is probably the most popular statistic for assessing the health of the
labor market. It is a very useful statistic, but it is less useful for groups that face persistent
challenges finding work. To be counted as unemployed, an individual must be "actively"
looking for work. Jobless individuals who are looking for work "passively," or who are not
looking for work, are considered to be “not in the labor force” as opposed to unemployed.12
Nevertheless, individuals may want a job or be willing to work even if they are not "actively"
looking for work. For example, although the white, prime-age (25-to-54-years-old) labor
force has a relatively strong rate of participation, in the wake of the Great Recession, their
participation rate sagged in the face of weakened demand for their labor. It did recover,
however, as the labor market tightened.13 For Black people who face a persistently weak
demand for their labor, who live in areas where there are few job opportunities or who have
been repeatedly rejected by employers, their labor force participation rate may be chronically
depressed.14 These workers can be considered to be experiencing a "permanent recession."
For Black workers, the employment-to-population ratio or employment rate — the share of
the group that is working — is a better measure than the unemployment rate. The
10 Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.
11 The Black/White youth unemployment-rate ratio was 1.9 in 2019, 1.6 in 2020, 1.7 in 2021, and 1.9 again for the first half of
2022. Author’s analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.
12 US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015.
13 Author’s analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.
14 See Austin, 2021b for more discussion.
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employment rate as a measure sidesteps the technicalities of the official definition of
unemployment and gives a more accurate assessment of joblessness when benchmarked
against a white peer group. The jobless rate is simply the share of the population that is not
employed or 100 percent minus the employment rate.
Although the white youth unemployment rate for the first half of 2022 was 7.3 percent, the
white youth employment-to-population ratio or employment rate was 53 percent (Figure 5).
According to the employment rate, 47 percent (100 - 53 = 47 percent) of all white youth
were jobless. This is a much greater jobless rate than what is suggested by the unemployment
rate.
A 53 percent employment rate is low, but for Black youth the rate in the first half of 2022
was only 43.3 percent, significantly lower. This indicates that a majority, 56.7 percent, of
Black youth were jobless. The Black youth employment rate is consistently lower than the
white rate, although proportionately more Black youth should be employed, not fewer.
To illustrate the value of using the employment rate, we can compare the number of jobs
needed to close the white-Black unemployment rate gap versus the white-Black employment
rate gap. In the first half of 2022, the unemployment rate gap could have been closed with
192,000 jobs going to Black youth (Figure 6). To close the employment rate gap would have
required nearly three times that number, 540,000 jobs. The unemployment rate dramatically
under counts joblessness for groups facing a low demand for their labor.
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Figure 5
There are large but narrowing gaps in the white and Black youth employment rates.
White and Black Youth, 2007—2022

Source: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2022 data is for the first six
months.
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Figure 6
The unemployment rate undercounts Black youth joblessness.
Number of Jobs Black Youth Need to Close the White-Black Unemployment Rate and Employment-toPopulation-Ratio Gaps, 2022

Source: Author's calculations based on Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.
2022 data is for the first six months.
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The Employment Rate Jobs Gap for Youth Not
Enrolled in School
Formal education is more important today than in the past. Some of the longer-term decline
in employment for youth is due to more youth dedicating more time to educational activities
instead of work.15 Black youth, however, should be less affected by this trend since they are
less likely to be enrolled in higher education. Because of the additional economic challenges
that Black youth face, even among youth not enrolled in school, Black youth should have a
higher rate of employment than white youth.

15 Loprest, Spaulding, and Nightingale, 2019.
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Figure 7
The employment rates for youth not enrolled in school are much higher than the overall
youth employment rates.
Annual White and Black Youth Employment Rates for Youth and Youth Not Enrolled in School (NEIS),
2007—2022

Source: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2022 data is for the first six
months.

Youth who are not enrolled in school have higher rates of employment than youth overall.
This fact can be seen in Figure 7. The white and Black employment rates are higher for the
youth who are not in school. In the first half of 2022, the overall white youth employment
rate was 53 percent, but it was 72 percent for the white youth not enrolled in school. The
overall employment rate for Black youth was 43.3 percent, but it was 62.7 percent for Black
youth not enrolled in school. Although the rate for Black youth who are not enrolled in school
is higher, it still means that nearly 40 percent of these Black youth are jobless.
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When just comparing white and Black youth not enrolled in school, Black youth still have a
large 9.36 percentage point deficit in their employment rate. To fill this gap would require
251,000 additional jobs for Black youth.
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Antiblack Racial Discrimination in the Labor Market
Figure 8
At all levels of educational attainment, Black youth are more likely to be unemployed than
white youth.
White and Black Youth Not Enrolled in School, by Educational Attainment, 2015—2019

Source: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Although Black youth should have a higher rate of employment than white youth, they do
not. Some might suspect that this discrepancy is due to differences in human capital, but the
findings from examining the unemployment rate by educational attainment challenges this
idea. Black youth are more likely to be unemployed than white youth at every level of
educational attainment (Figure 8). (The combined 2015 to 2019 data are displayed to show
the longer-term patterns free of the disruption caused by the pandemic.)
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The disparities are large. To have a lower likelihood of being unemployed than a white high
school dropout, a Black youth needs some college or an associate degree. A Black youth needs
a bachelor's degree to have a lower likelihood of being unemployed than a white youth with a
high school diploma. This suggests that while education, training, and skills acquisition does
increase the odds of Black youth finding work, it is not enough to ensure equal opportunity.
Part of the reason for the differences in white and Black employment outcomes is likely due
to racial discrimination in the labor market. Researchers consistently find that employers have
a preference for white workers over Black ones. Studies where employers are presented with
white and Black job candidates with equivalent qualifications reveal this bias.16 This white
preference in the labor market needs to be countered with affirmative action policies.17

16 Quillian, 2017.
17 See the discussion in Austin 2021a.
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Conclusion
Today, if one focuses only on the youth not enrolled in school, Black youth would need
251,000 jobs to have the same employment rate as white youth. A better standard would be
to strive for parity with all white youth. To achieve this equality would require more than half
a million jobs. Even this standard is conservative since the economic disadvantages that Black
youth experience relative to white youth means that they have a greater need for work than
white youth.
The Dobbs decision will force many Black youth to have children before they are ready. As
illustrated in Figures 1 to 3, young households are at a high risk of economic insecurity due to
high rates of poverty and debt. Young people who have children while in school are at
increased risk of dropping out,18 which only worsens their and their children's economic
prospects. The Court's decision will mean that there are more Black youth who need to work
to provide for their children.

18 Loprest, Spaulding, and Nightingale, 2019.
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Policy Recommendation
A subsidized jobs program targeting communities experiencing high levels of joblessness is
one approach that can help provide employment for Black youth.19 The country has had a
variety of successful subsidized jobs programs of varying scope and scale.20 The largest were
the programs created by the Works Progress Administration which helped reduce the national
unemployment rate during the Great Depression from 23 percent to 4 percent.21
One New Deal Program, the Civilian Conservation Corps, provided jobs for 200,000 Black
male youth during the Great Depression.22 A notable smaller scale program from the 1970s
targeting youth was the Youth Incentive Entitlement Pilot Project which provided jobs for
76,000.23 With bold and smart investments, we can reduce joblessness for Black youth. These
programs can reduce social service expenditures and spur economic development which
ultimately benefits everyone.

19 Austin, 2022.
20 See the Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality for several reviews and analyses,
https://www.georgetownpoverty.org/issues/employment/subsidized-employment/.
21 Attewell, 2018, p. 94.
22 Cole, Jr., 1999, p. 7.
23 Gueron, 1984.
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