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That the schedule for coming of age has been 
rather sharply revised both in the United 
States and more broadly throughout the 
industrialized world is by now widely recog-
nized. Over the past decade, especially, the 
mass media have trumpeted the findings of a 
growing body of research showing that young 
people are taking longer to leave home, attain 
economic independence, and form families 
of their own than did their peers half a cen-
tury ago. The forces behind this new time-
table have been evident for several decades, 
but social science researchers, much less 
policy makers, were slow to recognize just 
how profound the change has been. A trickle 
of studies during the 1980s about the prolon-
gation of young adulthood grew to a steady 
stream during the 1990s and then to a torrent 
during the first decade of the new millen-
nium.1 Now that researchers have shown 
how and why the timetable for becoming an 
adult has altered, policy makers must rethink 
whether the social institutions that once suc-
cessfully educated, trained, and supported 
young adults are up to the task today. 

Changes in the coming-of-age schedule are, in 
fact, nothing new. A century or more ago, the 
transition to adulthood was also a protracted 
affair. In an agriculture-based economy, it 
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sylvania. Mary C. Waters is the M. E. Zukerman Professor of Sociology at Harvard University.

Introducing the Issue

Gordon Berlin, Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., and Mary C. Waters

took many young adults some time to gain the 
wherewithal to leave home and form a family. 
Formal education was typically brief because 
most jobs were still related to farming, the 
trades, or the growing manufacturing sec-
tor. By their teens, most youth were gainfully 
employed, but they frequently remained at 
home for a time, contributing income to their 
families and building resources to enter mar-
riage and form a family.

By contrast, after World War II, with oppor-
tunities for good jobs abundant, young 
Americans transitioned to adult roles quickly. 
In 1950, fewer than half of all Americans 
completed high school, much less attended 
college. Well-paying, often unionized jobs 
with benefits were widely available to males. 
The marriage rush and baby boom era at 
mid-century was stimulated not only by a 
longing to settle down after the war years but 
also by generous new government programs 
to help integrate veterans back into society. 

Today young adults take far longer to reach 
economic and social maturity than their 
contemporaries did five or six decades ago. 
In large part, this shift is attributable to the 
expansion of higher education beginning 
in the late 1960s. Employers have become 
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increasingly reluctant to hire young people 
without educational credentials. Failing to 
complete high school all but relegates indi-
viduals to a life of permanent penury; even 
completing high school is hardly enough to 
ensure reasonable prospects. Like it or not, 
at least some postsecondary education is 
increasingly necessary. In short, education 
has become an ever more potent source of 
social stratification, dividing the haves and 
the have-nots, a theme in this volume to 
which we will return.

The boom in higher education is not the 
only reason why young adults are taking 
more time to gain independence from their 
families and establish themselves in adult 
roles. The schedule for growing up, no doubt, 
has been affected by the lengthening of the 
life span over the past century. Most young 
adults today can expect to live into their late 
seventies, a decade longer than their coun-
terparts even fifty years ago. It makes sense 
to continue investing into the third and even 
fourth decades of life when one can expect to 
live another fifty years or more. 

Cultural changes, such as the post-1960s shift 
in sexual attitudes and practices, have also 
slowed what was once a rush into adult roles. 
Fifty years ago, premarital sex was still highly 

stigmatized. Although the stigma did not 
deter many young couples from breaching 
the norms, marriage served as a safety net in 
the event of a premarital pregnancy. Today, 
most young people expect to have sex before 
marriage and have the means to prevent 
unwanted childbearing. Their contraceptive 
efforts are still imperfect, but the point is  
that they need not marry to have sex, and 
they will not necessarily become pregnant 
when they do. 

The past several decades, then, have wit-
nessed a big change in how and when youth 
take on adult roles—to put it another way, 
another notable shift in the “normal” pattern 
of moving from adolescence to adulthood. 
Although today’s delayed schedule is reminis-
cent of the pattern a century ago, however, 
the two are fundamentally different. Today, 
young people (unless they are the children of 
recent immigrants) rarely contribute earn-
ings to the household; by and large, they 
are either fully or partially beholden to their 
parents for support while they complete their 
schooling and find a foothold in the labor 
force. Typically, they defer marriage in favor 
of cohabitation even when they do leave the 
natal household.

Although today’s young adults and their 
parents value independence highly, both 
tolerate and even endorse a slower schedule 
for attaining economic and social maturity. 
In effect, what is becoming normal, if not 
normative, is that the age of eighteen, or 
even twenty-one, has lost its significance as 
a marker of adult status. The transition to 
adulthood is drawn out over a span of nearly 
a decade and consists of a series of smaller 
steps rather than a single swift and coordi-
nated one. Moreover, the social construction 
of adulthood seems to rely much less on the 
traditional demographic markers—home 

Many observers, especially 
in the mass media, worry 
that this new timetable for 
adulthood has created a 
growing sense of entitlement 
and a lingering pattern of 
dependency.
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leaving, full-time work, and family forma-
tion—and more on personal psychological 
self-assessments of “maturity.” At any rate, 
the traditional markers do not any longer 
stand for attaining adulthood.

Many observers, especially in the mass media, 
worry that this new timetable for adulthood 
has created a growing sense of entitlement 
and a lingering pattern of dependency. Much 
of the evidence, however, points to a dif-
ferent conclusion: attaining adult roles (as 
measured by independence from the natal 
family, union formation, and parenthood) is 
simply more difficult than it was, especially 
three or four decades ago. In fact, the vast 
majority of young adults in their late teens 
and early twenties are not at leisure—they are 
working, going to school, or doing both at the 
same time. Many unemployed and underedu-
cated young people are desperate to work but 
cannot secure stable employment or make 
enough money to live on their own. Although 
they probably do receive support from their 
families during this period of semi-autonomy, 
most do not exhibit the signs of entitlement 
that are frequently ascribed to them. 

The nation’s young adults are highly unlikely 
to return any time soon to the schedule for 
growing up that was normative among their 
parents and grandparents. The conditions 
driving the shift in the schedule are likely to 
be long-lasting. Policy makers must therefore 
begin to rethink and renovate the social insti-
tutions that were suited to the past, a time 
when the age of eighteen or twenty-one signi-
fied something different than it does today. 

Understanding the New Schedule
Concern about the mismatch between the 
new realities of coming of age and the social 
institutions that once successfully supported 
young people moving toward adulthood gave 

rise, in 1999, to the MacArthur Network on 
Adult Transitions and Public Policy. The 
Network, a team of twelve researchers from 
diverse social science disciplines, began its 
work by assessing the demographic, economic, 
sociological, and psychological evidence on 
adult transitions to learn what had changed 
and why. In a series of recent publications, the 
Network has documented that the changes in 
the timing, sequencing, and even attainment 
of adult roles have indeed been substantial and 
that they are affecting young adults in varying 
socioeconomic circumstances quite different-
ly.2 Drawing on both quantitative and qualita-
tive data in the initial phase of its work, the 
Network reported that young adults between 
the ages of eighteen and thirty-four are 
employing some familiar and some different 
strategies than those that their parents and 
grandparents used to make a successful 
transition to adult work and family roles. In 
particular, young adults and their families are 
much more skeptical about the wisdom of 
early transitions to work and marriage, even 
taking into account geographical, religious, 
and socioeconomic differences. The Network 
also discovered that gender differences in the 
timing of adult transitions had virtually 
disappeared.3 By contrast, differences by  
social class have, if anything, become more 
pronounced.

These changes coincided with and were 
reinforced by a wave of immigration during 
the 1980s that attracted many young adult 
immigrants as well as immigrant families to 
the United States. These immigrants have 
imported traditional family practices while 
simultaneously demonstrating a high level of 
adaptation to American ways. First-generation 
immigrants often arrive as young adults—the 
peak age period for immigration. Social-
ized in their sending society, they enter the 
United States seeking work and are often cut 
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off from their parents and extended family. 
They achieve independence very young and 
are more likely to be in the labor force than 
native-born Americans of the same age and 
educational background. Second-generation 
immigrants—native-born children of immi-
grants—are more likely to live at home as 
young adults than are comparable natives, and 
they achieve higher levels of education than 
natives of similar socioeconomic backgrounds. 
As a result they have more extended transi-
tions to adulthood than both their parents and 
comparable native-born Americans.

Network researchers then turned to the chal-
lenging task of examining some of the institu-
tions that house and serve young adults—the 
family, higher education, the workplace, the 
community, and, for a group of especially 
vulnerable youth, the juvenile justice, foster 
care, and related systems. The aim of the 
second phase of the research program was to 
assess the ability of each of these institutions 
to support young adults in their quest for 
economic independence, intimacy, and civic 
responsibility—goals widely shared among 
both young adults and their parents. This 
volume of The Future of Children provides 
a summary of research findings to date and 
suggests policy steps that could make these 
institutions more effective.

How Well Do Traditional  
Supports Work?
One important if not unexpected finding 
of the Network was that existing institu-
tions work much better for affluent young 
adults than they do for most others. Family 
resources and the opportunities they afford 
have become more central to educational 
attainment. And, with educational attainment 
an increasingly potent predictor of economic 
success and stable family life, growing levels 
of inequality have created an ever larger 

chasm between the affluent third (roughly 
corresponding to college graduates) and 
the rest of the population. The economic 
burden on families, particularly those in the 
bottom two-thirds of the income distribu-
tion, has been growing far more rapidly than 
their capacity to undertake a longer and 
more expensive period of investment in their 
children’s futures. Increasingly, parents are 
being asked to take on the costs of education, 
health care, and, often, support of children in 
their early twenties (and often later). 

Although parents of all social strata seem to 
understand and accept the new schedule for 
growing up, middle- and lower-income 
parents are ill-equipped to handle the costs 
entailed, and the result is a sharply tilted 
playing field for young adult development. 
The new demands of supporting young adults 
for longer periods create impossible burdens 
for lower-income households and pose 
serious problems for all parents who must 
balance the need to make increased financial 
(and emotional) investments in their adult 
children against the need to ensure their own 
retirements. This privatized approach to 
investment in the nation’s young is quite 
different from the accepted public approach 
to education for children below the age of 
eighteen.

Health care represents a glaring example of 
how the nation’s public arrangements sim-
ply do not work for young adults who follow 
the new schedule for coming of age. Today’s 
health care system more or less protects 
low-income children up to age eighteen, or 
in some instances twenty-one, but it does 
nothing for older youth who lack work-based 
or school-based health insurance. All but 
the most affluent parents are frustrated in 
their efforts to fill the health insurance gap. 
The pending health care bill, if passed by 
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Congress and signed by the president, will go 
a long way toward correcting the problem. 

The new public-private approach to support-
ing higher education is equally problematic. 
Parents of modest means are hard-pressed to 
help their children obtain a college educa-
tion. Although, as described in several articles 
in this volume, the nation makes both grants 
and loans available to low-income students, 
the process for applying for that money—and 
for finding out how large the grant or loan 
would be—is complex, intimidating, and 
cumbersome. As a result, many low-income 
students simply do not apply. Others end 
up borrowing and eventually owe consider-
able amounts of money or try to put them-
selves through school by working. These two 
options may not represent a problem for 
low- and moderate-income families whose 
children are well-prepared for college. But 
many youth from these families grow up in 
areas with poorly functioning school systems 
and are ill-prepared to make the transition 
to college. Without adequate economic and 
social support, they may flounder in the 
transition to college, creating a nightmare 
scenario where they fail to get a degree that 
enables them to repay their educational 
debts. Although the educational burdens 
on upper-income families are considerable, 
these parents are better equipped to help 
meet the costs of higher education, and their 
children are better prepared to succeed in 
college. Here too recent efforts to amend the 
student financial aid system and to increase 
Pell Grants and other sources of support 
could help to address these challenges for 
low- and moderate-income families.

Once students arrive at college, they tend to 
receive strikingly different levels of support 
depending on their economic background. 
Most four-year residential institutions, which 

are largely populated by relatively affluent 
youth, are extremely well-suited to assist 
young adults in transition. They provide 
orientations for incoming students and their 
families, an array of services and counseling 
should students encounter problems, men-
toring delivered by older students, recre-
ational and extracurricular programs, health 
and mental health services, and, of course, 
residences. Students who get off track receive 
academic and emotional guidance. Many of 
these colleges and universities even offer 
career counseling and job placement for 
graduates. Furthermore, these institutions 
are conveniently linked to postgraduate 
education programs that are, generally 
speaking, similarly well-designed for youth in 
their mid- and late-twenties. 

By contrast, the two-year community colleges 
that less affluent students are likely to attend 
are typically bare-bones institutions stretched 
thin by a myriad of demands and insuffi-
cient resources. Although potentially useful 
portals of entry for students hoping to move 
on to a four-year college, a skilled job, or a 
semi-profession that requires an associate’s 
degree or a licensing exam, many two-year 
colleges lack the most basic amenities offered 
by a four-year residential college or even a 
four-year commuter school. Campus life is 
frequently limited, and the services afforded 
are meager or nonexistent. Students, often 
unprepared and overcommitted by outside 
obligations, pose serious challenges to the 
sometimes underpaid, overburdened faculty 
and administrators. Rather than serving as 
beacons of opportunity, too many of these 
two-year colleges are revolving doors through 
which students wander aimlessly in search of 
future direction. Indeed, research supported 
by the U.S. Department of Education shows 
that close to half of students who enter a 
community college do not earn a degree and 
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are not enrolled in any other postsecondary 
institution six years later.

In collaboration with MDRC, Network 
researchers undertook an assessment of 
how community colleges could realize their 
mission of providing academic training to 
allow students to get a degree or secure a 
job that might be otherwise unattainable 
without special training. Analysts examined 
several programs aimed at improving student 
outcomes, including changes in instructional 
practices, enhancements to student services, 
and increases in financial support. Although 
not all the programs were successful, some 
led to significant improvements in students’ 
academic performance and persistence. 
The findings, as presented in the article in 
this volume by Thomas Brock, suggest that 
policy makers and educators need not accept 
high dropout rates as a given. Rather, by 
making changes in institutional practices—
including new forms of flexible financial aid 
that incentivize and reward students who get 
good grades and complete courses, as well as 
innovative “learning community” programs 
that integrate courses and create study peer 
groups—they can boost the odds that more 
young people will earn college degrees and 
succeed in the labor market. 

During the middle decades of the twentieth 
century and extending through the Vietnam 
War, military service represented an attrac-
tive possibility for youth who were not college 
bound. It provided, as Ryan Kelty, Meredith 
Kleykamp, and David R. Segal report in their 
article in this volume, an effective bridge 
from high school to work for a large number 
of young men who lacked vocational direc-
tion. Although the military continues today 
to provide a supportive environment for men 
and women who want to serve their country, 
leave home, and get training, it is increasingly 

meant to provide a military career rather 
than a transition to the civilian labor market. 
Smaller and more select than the draft-era 
military, today’s military is disinclined to 
afford training to youth who may exhibit 
educational deficits. Other youth-oriented 
institutions could learn much from the way 
the military trains and supports young adults, 
but the military itself is no longer a significant 
remedial institution for poorly functioning 
young adults.

From the Depression-era’s Civilian Conser-
vation Corps, to the Great Society’s Peace 
Corps and VISTA, to the 1980s state and 
urban conservation corps, and to the 1990s 
Corporation for National and Community 
Service and its dramatic expansion in the 
Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act 
of 2009, policy makers have experimented 
episodically with institutions that serve the 
community while providing training and 
experience for young people who are unem-
ployable or who simply want to gain skills, 
serve the community, or move on to indepen-
dent living. Countless studies have assessed 
and evaluated the effect of service corps of 
various types. One rigorous study concluded 
that they can and often do play a useful 
role in providing time and space for young 
people to gain experience, acquire useful 
work skills and direction, and build a sense 

Countless studies have 
assessed and evaluated the 
effect of service corps of 
various types. One rigorous 
study concluded that they can 
and often do play a useful role.
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of commitment to the larger community. If 
such results can be extended and built on by 
the Serve America Act, community service 
programs could begin to reach the scale 
needed to provide a new “institution” to help 
meet the needs of youth making the extended 
transition to adulthood. 

Often coming as a year-long experience 
between high school and college or work, or as 
a year off during or after college, youth service 
programs could be a valuable bridging pro-
gram with double social utility. Through these 
programs, young people do important work in 
their local communities—in hospitals, schools, 
and other public and nonprofit settings—
and gain many experiences needed to make 
a successful transition to adulthood. In the 
long-standing debate about the pros and cons 
of mandatory national service for all, the pas-
sage of the Serve America Act may signal a 
commitment to build a voluntary, as opposed 
to a mandatory, system of opportunities for 
a diverse group of young people. This signal 
notwithstanding, unless concrete steps are 
taken to build the capacity of service models 
that work, to collect evidence of their ongoing 
effectiveness, and to build a record of their 
accomplishments—much as the WPA’s accom-
plishments were documented and remain for 
all to see in the nation’s parks and other struc-
tures—history suggests that expansion could 
be followed by contraction. After all, it was 
only a few short years ago that the Corporation 
for National and Community Service survived 
a near-death experience in Congress. But this 
time, getting it right may matter more than it 
has in the past, given the dearth of institutions 
to help meet the demands of a lengthened 
transition to adulthood.

Some proportion of young adults—those 
exiting foster care; youth in special educa-
tion or with physical, emotional, or cognitive 

limitations; the homeless; and the many 
exiting jail or prison—are at much higher risk 
in the transition to adulthood. Because these 
populations often overlap, however, it is hard 
to estimate their number precisely. Most 
experts believe that the share of youth who 
are at risk of encountering serious problems 
is significant. The vast majority come from 
poor and near-poor families that are dispro-
portionately African American and Latino. 

Much of the Network’s attention has been 
focused on the very expensive systems that 
serve these vulnerable populations as chil-
dren—foster care, juvenile justice, special 
education, and social security disability. No 
easy or cost-free solutions are available to 
help these youth improve their prospects 
as young adults. Early detection of youths 
with problems, better schooling, and better 
alternatives to foster care and incarcera-
tion could reduce the share that enters early 
adulthood without the requisite skills to take 
advantage of educational opportunities and 
eventually find good jobs. But even with the 
best schooling and most effective preventive 
and ameliorative services, another challenge 
would be how to integrate the diverse sys-
tems that serve vulnerable youth. In addition, 
these youth often lack the family supports 
that other young people have as they age 
into young adulthood. The failure of existing 
institutions to adapt to current realities and 
the dearth of new institutions to serve young 
people without family supports are huge 
problems, as many of these young adults at 
risk will face lifelong problems that must be 
paid for one way or another. 

The Changing Nature of  
Young Adulthood
The premise of this issue of The Future of 
Children is that the nation’s public policy and 
its social institutions fail to reflect the realities 



Gordon Berlin, Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., and Mary C. Waters

10    THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN

of the new transition to adulthood—and thus 
do not adequately serve the needs of young 
adults. Although each article in the volume 
opens with a full summary, in this section 
we briefly highlight some of the findings we 
think are the most important.

Overview
Richard Settersten of Oregon State Univer-
sity and Barbara Ray of Hired Pen, inc., open 
the issue by surveying the changes that have 
taken place over the past few decades in the 
timing and sequencing of young adulthood. 
They describe the later age at marriage, the 
rise in the number of young people living 
at home with their parents into their twen-
ties, and the longer period of time young 
people are staying in school. They stress 
that these changes create strains not only on 
the families of young adults but also on the 
institutions—colleges and universities, the 
military, youth service organizations, and the 
work setting—that have traditionally sup-
ported them. Noting that these institutions 
are not designed for this new pattern of life 
choices, Settersten and Ray raise the ques-
tion of whether the risks and costs newly 
associated with the early adult years should 
be borne privately by families or publicly by 
government. They also point out that despite 
the problems it creates, the lengthening 
transition to adulthood creates opportunities 
for some young people, especially those from 
more affluent backgrounds, to explore careers 
and lifestyles before settling into traditional 
adult roles.

Immigration
One of the most notable changes in Ameri-
can young adulthood is a demographic one. 
Young adults today are remarkably ethnically 
and racially diverse, owing in no small part to 
the enormous volume of immigration during 
the past four decades that has swelled the 

ranks of first- and second-generation immi-
grants and children of immigrants. Rubén 
Rumbaut and Golnaz Komaie of the Uni-
versity of California–Irvine document these 
demographic changes and explore the ways 
in which generation and national origin shape 
the experience of young adulthood. The first 
generation of immigrants, having arrived 
in this country as young adults themselves, 
are the least likely of all young adults in the 
United States aged eighteen to thirty-four to 
live in their parents’ households. They are 
also the least likely to be attending school, 
but the most likely to be working full time, to 
be married, and to have children. By contrast, 
the second generation is the most likely to 
live in the natal household and to be attend-
ing school between eighteen and thirty-four; 
they are by far the least likely to be married 
and to have children. In addition to these vast 
differences between the generations, immi-
grant groups also experience gaps in social, 
economic, and legal status that are even 
greater than the gaps between native whites 
and blacks. Sizable segments of immigrant 
youth, especially the undocumented and the 
less-educated poor, face structural barriers 
in their transitions to adulthood, and the 
authors discuss possible policy options to deal 
with those barriers.

Family Changes
Frank Furstenberg of the University of Penn-
sylvania surveys the important family changes 
that characterize the transition to adulthood. 
He notes that both patterns of family forma-
tion and the shape of the family have changed 
often in American history and that the period 
often used as a benchmark for measuring 
family change—that immediately after World 
War II—was in reality an anomaly in the 
long sweep of family history, notable for its 
very early pattern of attaining such markers 
of adulthood as employment, marriage, and 
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childbearing. It should therefore come as no 
surprise that U.S. family formation patterns 
today differ dramatically from those of fifty 
years ago. Young adults are on average mar-
rying later, and a substantial fraction, not at 
all. Cohabitation has become increasingly 
acceptable as an alternative to marriage, and 
the average age of childbearing has risen. 
Furstenberg documents two major trends in 
these family formation patterns. First, gender 
equality has increased, with men and women 
growing more alike in the age at which they 
leave home, marry, and have children. And, 
second, class inequality has grown substan-
tially, with lower-income young people less 
likely to follow an orderly and predictable 
sequence of education, full-time employ-
ment, home-leaving, marriage, and parent-
hood. Higher-income young adults are more 
likely to follow the traditional sequence, but 
they take longer to complete it and often 
must go through an extended period of 
financial dependence on parents while they 
complete their education. The share of young 
adults residing with parents has risen since 
the 1960s, when adult transitions started at 
an earlier age. Furstenberg argues that the 
popular media often portray these changes 
as objectionable for parents and young adult 
children, but the few studies to examine this 
question find that parents and young adults 
accommodate well to the new schedule.

As a result of delays in establishing them-
selves financially, young people tend to 
depend longer on their families of origin. 
Although all industrialized countries have 
experienced this same pattern, the U.S. wel-
fare state is relatively undeveloped, meaning 
that the burden of supporting young adults 
falls more heavily on American families. 
Furstenberg calls for further research on how 
families are managing these new demands 
and warns that the need for active parenting 

extending into their children’s twenties and 
even thirties may discourage people from 
becoming parents in the first place, leading 
to a trend toward lower fertility, especially 
among more affluent families.

Second Chances for High School  
Dropouts
The American labor market has little to 
offer workers who do not complete high 
school, and at least some college is increas-
ingly required to attain a well-paying job. 
Yet somewhere between 9 and 16 percent 
of young people aged sixteen to twenty-four 
have not completed high school. Over the 
past several decades a variety of “second-
chance” programs have been developed to 
help dropouts finish high school or obtain a 
General Educational Development (GED) 
credential and get a foothold in the labor 
market. Dan Bloom of MDRC reviews the 
types of programs available, as well as their 
efficacy, and then considers their implications 
for the transition to adulthood. Although he 
notes that it is difficult to prove that the col-
lapse of the job market for high school drop-
outs over the past several decades caused the 
steep decline in the share of dropouts who 
marry—from 68 percent of men aged twenty-
two to thirty-two in 1970 to only 26 percent 
in 2007—the two trends certainly reflect each 
other. Bloom surveys eleven major programs 
intended for young dropouts, dividing them 
into three categories—work programs, train-
ing and education programs, and mandatory, 
welfare-based programs for teen mothers. All 
have been evaluated using rigorous random-
assignment techniques. Though the evalu-
ation findings are mixed, they show at least 
short-term modest effects for many of the 
programs. Bloom also cites descriptive stud-
ies showing that young people who obtain a 
GED tend to do relatively poorly in the labor 
market, in part because they are much less 
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likely to pursue postsecondary education than 
those who get a high school degree. Based on 
these findings, Bloom proposes three focuses 
for future research and policy: strengthening 
programs for youth who voluntarily seek to 
continue their education or find jobs, includ-
ing building tighter links between GED 
preparation programs and postsecondary 
occupational certificate programs; identifying 
strategies to engage disconnected youth who 
are unlikely to volunteer for programs such as 
the Job Corps; and analyzing local systems to 
support disconnected youth. 

Improving Higher Education Outcomes
Even though the value of a college educa-
tion has increased markedly over the past 
forty years, with college graduates earning 
1.8 times as much as high school graduates, 
college graduation rates have not improved 
in decades, largely because students’ rates of 
persistence to a degree have not improved. 
The five-year college graduation rate is 60 
percent at four-year colleges, but only 32 
percent at community colleges. The low com-
munity college graduation rate is a growing 
concern, because more than a third of all 
college students attend two-year colleges. 
Meanwhile, access to college has improved 
substantially, with the share of women on 
campus catching up to and surpassing that 
of men and the share of nonwhite college 
students doubling in the past two decades.

Thomas Brock of MDRC outlines these 
trends in college attendance and persistence 
and reviews the research on interventions 
aimed at improving college outcomes for 
young adults. The changing nature of young 
adulthood, with more youth combining work, 
school, and parenthood, results in a diverse 
college student population—one that is older, 
more part time, and more likely to attend 
episodically than has been conventional until 

recently. Indeed, Brock reports that only 27 
percent of current undergraduates are “tradi-
tional students” who attend full time imme-
diately following high school and who rely on 
parents for financial support. Of all under-
graduates in 1999–2000, 28 percent were 
highly nontraditional—in their twenties or 
older, combining work with school, and rais-
ing children. And nontraditional students are 
much less likely than traditional students to 
persist to a degree. Brock surveys a number 
of interventions that have been evaluated by 
rigorous random-assignment design. Among 
the more promising interventions are reme-
dial education courses that foster more stu-
dent engagement and belonging on campus, 
enhanced student services such as counseling 
and support, and performance-based schol-
arships that tie financial incentives to suc-
cessful course completion. Brock concludes 
that many of the interventions show modest 
positive effects and that performance-based 
scholarships show pronounced positive 
effects. Although many people believe that 
making federal financial aid more effective 
will also increase persistence, surprisingly 
little systematic research has addressed that 
question. One clear finding is that simplifying 
the application form for federal financial aid 
(FAFSA) has a substantial payoff in increas-
ing college enrollment.

The Labor Market
One of the key markers of the transition to 
adulthood, and arguably one necessary for 
success, is finding stable and well-paying 
employment. Dramatic changes in the labor 
market in recent decades, however, have 
complicated young people’s prospects of 
finding such employment. In their survey of 
the labor market and the transition to adult-
hood, Sheldon Danziger and David Ratner 
of the University of Michigan contend that 
young people now must struggle to attain 
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financial independence—a development with 
implications in other areas. Although it can-
not be proved, for example, that the delay in 
achieving financial independence has caused 
delays in leaving home and in marrying, these 
trends are correlated. 

Danziger and Ratner stress that gender 
plays an important part in the story of the 
labor market. The prospects of young men, 
especially less-educated young men, have 
declined precipitously, while more young 
women are working and their earnings have 
increased relative both to inflation and to 
the earnings of young men. The median 
annual earnings (in constant 2007 dollars) 
of men between the ages of twenty-five and 
thirty-four who worked at some time dur-
ing the year fell 21 percent between 1973 
and 2007, whereas the median earnings of 
women rose 62 percent. Job turnover—
what economists call “churning”—has also 
increased dramatically. The fraction of 
individuals in jobs lasting less than one year 
has risen faster for younger than for older 
workers. The share of workers in longer-term 
jobs declined precipitously for men, while 

holding steady for women. Employment for 
men with the least education also fell dur-
ing the past few decades, with the sharpest 
declines for African American men with less 
than a high school education. Because of the 
increasing labor market returns to educa-
tion and the importance of postsecondary 
education for employment, Danziger and 
Ratner recommend programs that increase 
educational attainment, including early child-
hood education and second-chance programs 
such as those described by Dan Bloom. 
They also support raising the minimum 
wage and expanding the earned income tax 
credit (EITC), both of which could raise the 
incomes of workers at the lower end of the 
distribution.

Civic Participation
In their article on civic participation, Con-
stance Flanagan of Penn State University and 
Peter Levine of Tufts University reinforce 
a theme running throughout the volume—
the ways in which class, race, and immigrant 
status shape very different patterns in young 
adulthood. They find that more affluent 
young people are more likely to be civically 
engaged than the less affluent, both in terms 
of political activity such as voting and in 
terms of volunteering. This civic divide is a 
consequence both of cumulative disadvan-
tage in the pre-adult years and of a dearth of 
institutional opportunities for young adults 
who are not in college. The authors argue 
that young adulthood is a critical period 
for forming political beliefs and behaviors, 
and they trace the ways in which an elon-
gated transition to adulthood might provide 
opportunities for increased civic engagement 
among young people. They also trace gen-
erational differences in political attitudes and 
behaviors and suggest that young people in 
more recent cohorts may be shifting to more 
active engagement.

Even though the value of 
a college education has 
increased markedly over 
the past forty years, college 
graduation rates have not 
improved in decades, largely 
because students’ rates of 
persistence to a degree have 
not improved. 
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The Military
Although only a small fraction of U.S. young 
adults serve in the nation’s all-volunteer mili-
tary, young adults are very much the focus of 
the military, because the majority of military 
personnel fall into this age group. In their 
article on young adulthood and the military, 
Ryan Kelty of Washington College, Meredith 
Kleykamp of the University of Kansas, and 
David R. Segal of the University of Maryland 
explain that in periods of mass conscription, 
such as during World War II, the military 
is for most people a hiatus between adoles-
cence and adulthood. By contrast, today’s 
all-volunteer military is more likely to be a 
period of active transition into young adult-
hood and, often, into a career in the military.

The military’s new, more career-oriented sys-
tem has led it to implement a number of poli-
cies to cope with the family needs of young 
adults. Indeed Kelty, Kleykamp, and Segal 
document the ample material support the 
military provides to young adults—reason-
able wages, generous in-kind transfers, free 
medical care, housing, educational benefits, 
and training designed to promote responsible 
membership in intimate relationships and the 
wider community. As a result, the pattern of 
family formation in the military is earlier and 
more stable than it is among civilians of the 
same age. The majority of enlisted person-
nel are parents, and the racial differences in 
family formation that exist among civilians do 
not characterize the military. No black-white 
gap in marriage exists among military person-
nel. The transition to adulthood, including 
economic independence from parents, is thus 
much more stable and orderly for military 
personnel.

Kelty, Kleykamp, and Segal note that much 
about what the military does cannot easily  
be replicated in the wider society. As an 

institution, the military has unique control 
over young adult behavior through its code of 
conduct. It also restricts who can enlist, 
barring openly homosexual personnel, 
restricting the occupations available to 
women within the military, drawing recruits 
who have high school diplomas, and refusing 
to enlist high school dropouts or people with 
criminal records. The authors also note that 
the military in a time of war holds dangers for 
young adults, most especially in the long-run 
effects of injuries, both psychological and 
physical, from the war and the long-run 
effects of the physical and symbolic violence 
women experience in a male-dominated 
institution. 

Justice System and Social Services
All the articles in this volume stress the 
varying needs of young adults and the ways in 
which young people with fewer financial 
resources, less education, and less support 
from their families of origin have a harder 
time than their more affluent peers in making 
a successful transition to independent 
adulthood. The point holds particularly true 
in the case of vulnerable youth—defined by 
D. Wayne Osgood and E. Michael Foster of 
Penn State University and Mark E. Courtney 
of the University of Washington as those 
involved in the social service, health, and 
justice systems in childhood and adolescence. 
The authors survey the special challenges 
faced by youth involved in the mental health 
system, the foster care system, the juvenile 
justice system, the criminal justice system, 
special education, and the health care system, 
as well as runaway and homeless youth. 
Although noting that these populations 
overlap and that many young people need 
services from multiple systems, Osgood, 
Foster, and Courtney show that the categori-
cal ways in which state and federal funding 
for these systems are designed often keep 
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these issues compartmentalized and prevent 
service providers from seeing or helping the 
whole person. The authors explain that at age 
eighteen or twenty-one, young people age 
out of more supportive and inclusive systems 
designed for children to either no services or 
services with less support designed for adults. 
Many of these systems still function as if 
youth become independent adults overnight, 
and they are at odds with the longer period of 
semi-autonomy that characterizes young 
adulthood today. The authors point to the 
poor outcomes among these vulnerable youth 
and stress the need to redesign targeted 
services for them. They also argue that 
universal programs for all young adults would 
greatly benefit vulnerable populations. 
Finally, they highlight recent promising 
policy developments such as the 2008 
Fostering Connections Act, which extends 
government responsibility for youth in foster 
care from age eighteen to age twenty-one, 
and the Shared Youth Vision Initiative, 
designed to improve and coordinate systems 
that serve vulnerable youth as they transition 
to adulthood.

Key Policy Issues
The Network’s research has revealed three 
urgent policy issues. The first is the twin 
problem of access and persistence in higher 
education, especially at the nation’s com-
munity colleges. In response to findings from 
research, some of it supported by this Net-
work, federal policy makers are moving rap-
idly and forcefully to strengthen these critical 
institutions that bridge the gap between a 
generation ill-prepared for college-level work 
and a labor market that is demanding ever 
more complex skills.

The second pressing need is to design and 
implement effective new programs to identify 
and prepare at-risk youth for the transition. 

Such programs, for example, would help 
young people to complete their secondary 
education so that they are better prepared to 
take the next step, whether directly into the 
labor force, into military service or alternative 
forms of service, or into higher education. 
Although the Network’s focus was on the 
period of adult transitions (age eighteen to 
thirty-four), one signal research effort was an 
evaluation of ChalleNGe, a unique program 
developed by the National Guard to provide 
an alternative for high school dropouts 
between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. 
The program intervenes early to help these 
young people complete high school or obtain 
a GED during a five-month military-academy 
style residential program that emphasizes 
schooling, service, leadership, and healthy 
living among other skills needed in adulthood. 
After youth complete the residential portion 
of the program, trained mentors work with 
them in their own communities over the next 
twelve months to effectuate a successful 
transition to postsecondary education, work, 
or military service. As the articles in this 
volume by Dan Bloom and by Sheldon 
Danziger and David Ratner demonstrate, the 
consequences of school dropout are devastat-
ing to the long-term transition to adulthood. 
Early evaluation results from a randomized 
controlled trial of the ChalleNGe program 
present encouraging evidence that the 
program could offer valuable lessons for 
tackling this difficult set of problems.

The third policy priority is diagnosing and 
attending to the problems of especially 
vulnerable youth and the systems that serve 
them, like foster care and juvenile justice, 
and rethinking how the nation might build a 
better integrated system of care. The list of 
systemic issues is long. One key problem is 
the failure to coordinate among systems that 
often define their jurisdiction narrowly, 
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especially when young people are known to 
more than one system and when needs 
overlap. Another is conflicting missions and 
funding sources. Yet another is the age at 
which services end—a crucial issue at a time 
of lengthening transitions to adulthood. 
Although families with means are extending 
help to their children well into their twenties 
and beyond, the special education, foster 
care, juvenile justice after-care, and related 
systems end service eligibility abruptly, often 
at age eighteen and only rarely much past age 
twenty-one. Promising strategies would 
reward collaboration and coordination, 
extend the reach of these systems well into 
adulthood, strengthen existing services and 
develop new ones to meet the special devel-
opmental needs of vulnerable youth at this 
stage of life, and better integrate services 
with those from more mainstream systems. 
Examples include building links to programs 
like ChalleNGe for foster care youth who 
drop out of school or facilitating access to 
community colleges and four-year colleges 
when skills permit. Here too, policy makers 
are beginning to recognize the need for 
change—witness the passage in 2008 of 
federal legislation extending services in the 
foster care system from age eighteen to 
twenty-one. Other efforts to coordinate these 
systems at the federal level are also under 
way. But more remains to be done. One way 
to stimulate change would be to free a few 
willing states from federally imposed categor-
ical restrictions and ask them to experiment 
with integrated systems of care geared to 
making mainstream links and providing 
supports that extend into adulthood. 

In sum, when the Research Network on 
Transitions to Adulthood and Public Policy 
began its work more than a decade ago, the 
lengthening of the transition and the concept 
of early adulthood as a distinct stage in 

human development were only dimly per-
ceived. As a result, the real and tangled 
implications of young people taking a decade 
or more after leaving high school to attain the 
markers commonly associated with adult-
hood—full-time work, an independent 
household, a stable relationship with a 
significant other in marriage or cohabitation, 
child-rearing, civic engagement, and, increas-
ingly in the twenty-first century, at least some 
postsecondary education or training—were 
only poorly understood. 

Research uncovered several important 
consequences of the extended transition. 
The first was the growing burden placed on 
the middle- and lower-income families who 
were providing their children with school-
ing, housing, health insurance, and income 
well beyond the age range of eighteen to 
twenty-one, the traditional age of majority. 
Instead of saving for retirement, or meeting 
their own needs, parents found themselves 
continuing to invest in their children’s future. 
The second consequence was the unexpected 
strain being imposed on key social institu-
tions. Many young adults found themselves 
without health insurance and with few viable 
options to obtain it. Colleges often labeled 
students who came back to school later in life 
as “nontraditional,” when in fact taking time 
off to work, see the world, or volunteer was 
increasingly the norm and not the exception 
for young adults. And the academic, financial, 
social, and emotional needs of this new breed 
of students differed from those of fresh-
out-of-high-school students. Third, few new 
institutional options were available to pro-
mote development at this stage of life. Youth 
corps and other volunteer programs existed, 
but the total number of slots available was 
generally small. Possibly most consequential 
of all, children in the care of the state—foster 
care, special education, the juvenile justice 
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system—had been particularly hard hit by 
the new transition. These social systems con-
tinued to end their support abruptly at age 
eighteen, even while low- and middle-income 
families were increasingly stepping in to help 
their more advantaged young adult children 
weather a longer transition. In effect, the 
most disadvantaged—those least able to 
adapt and most in need of transitional help 
well into adulthood—had been left “on their 
own without a net.”

A decade later, as the articles in this volume 
testify, recognition and change are in the 
air. While families still bear the brunt of the 
burden and institutions have not completely 
made the transition, policy and practice are 
now both astir. Out of necessity, to attract 
and hold a volunteer army, the military has 
made a number of changes to encourage and 
support the transition to adulthood—paying 
for higher education, offering more attractive 
pay, and providing better housing, supports, 
and work hours for married couples. For 
vulnerable youth, the Fostering Connections 
to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 
2008 extends the definition of a “child” up to 
age twenty-one and offers federal matching 
funds to states that opt to allow young people 
to remain in foster care past age eighteen. It 
also encourages states to provide that sup-
port in more constructive ways that facili-
tate mastery of the skills needed to become 
productive adults and lead independent lives. 
Similarly, the Edward M. Kennedy Serve 
America Act of 2009, as noted, expands and 
extends the work of the Corporation for 
National and Community Service. It more 
than triples (from 75,000 today to 250,000 by 

2017) the number of positions available each 
year for young people to engage in service 
learning opportunities in education, health, 
clean energy, economic opportunity, and 
other national priorities, thus providing a new 
rite of passage to adulthood in the way that 
military service did during the draft era. In 
the health care area, sweeping new legisla-
tion would offer health insurance options for 
all Americans, including young adults who 
have not yet connected with employer-based 
health insurance and who are not covered 
by college-based plans. Change is stirring in 
higher education as well. The Obama admin-
istration has proposed a bold, potentially 
transformative set of reforms and expansions 
in student grant and loan programs including 
significant increases in Pell Grant amounts, 
a $12 billion investment in community 
college facilities, accountability measures, 
instructional innovation, and programs—
investments that would help these strategi-
cally placed institutions meet the needs of a 
twenty-first century student body. 

Taken as a whole, these developments signal 
an unusually bold set of initiatives and, most 
important, resources that would significantly 
help to relieve parental burden and drive key 
institutions to adapt to the changing needs 
of young adults in transition. But as is the 
case for all policy changes, the devil will be 
in the details of on-the-ground practice. The 
articles in this volume provide a blueprint for 
harnessing resources to need and policy to 
practice that could help to put derailed young 
people back on the pathway to adulthood in 
the twenty-first century. 
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What’s Going on with Young People Today? 
The Long and Twisting Path to Adulthood

Richard A. Settersten Jr. and Barbara Ray

Summary
Richard Settersten and Barbara Ray examine the lengthening transition to adulthood over the 
past several decades, as well as the challenges the new schedule poses for young people, fami-
lies, and society.

The authors begin with a brief history of becoming an adult, noting that the schedule that youth 
follow to arrive at adulthood changes to meet the social realities of each era. For youth to leave 
home at an early age during the 1950s, for example, was “normal” because opportunities for 
work were plentiful and social expectations of the time reinforced the need to do so. But the 
prosperity that made it possible for young adults of that era to move quickly into adult roles did 
not last. The economic and employment uncertainties that arose during the 1970s complicated 
enormously the decisions that young adults had to make about living arrangements, educational 
investments, and family formation. 

The authors next take a closer look at changes in the core timing shifts in the new transition—the 
lengthening time it now takes youth to leave home, complete school, enter the workforce, marry, 
and have children. They stress that today’s new schedule for attaining independence leaves many 
families overburdened as they support their children for an extended period. The continued 
need to rely on families for financial assistance, the authors say, exacerbates the plight of young 
people from a variety of vulnerable backgrounds. It also raises complex questions about who is 
responsible for the welfare of young people and whether the risks and costs newly associated 
with the early adult years should be absorbed by markets, by families, or by governments.

Settersten and Ray stress that the longer transition to adulthood strains not only families but 
also the institutions that have traditionally supported young Americans in making that transi-
tion—such as residential colleges and universities, community colleges, military service, and 
national service programs.  They emphasize the need to strengthen existing social institutions 
and create new ones to reflect more accurately the realities of a longer and more complex 
passage into adult life. 
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Becoming an adult has tradi-
tionally been understood as 
comprising five core transi-
tions—leaving home, com-
pleting school, entering the 

workforce, getting married, and having chil-
dren. Recent research on how young adults 
are handling these core transitions has yielded 
three important findings that contributors to 
this volume will explore in the pages to come. 
First, both in the United States and in many 
European countries, the process of becom-
ing an adult is more gradual and varied today 
than it was half a century ago.1 Social timeta-
bles that were widely observed in that era no 
longer seem relevant, and young people are 
taking longer to achieve economic and psy-
chological autonomy than their counterparts 
did then. Experiences in early adulthood now 
also vary greatly by gender, race and ethnicity, 
and social class. 

Second, families are often overburdened in 
extending support to young adult children as 
they make their way through this extended 
process. In the United States, in particular, 
parents contribute sizable material and emo-
tional support through their children’s late 
twenties and into their early thirties. Such 
flows are to be expected in more privileged 
families, but what is now striking are the 
significant flows—and associated strains— 
in middle-class families at a time when 
families themselves have become increasingly 
stressed or fractured. The heavier reliance on 
families exacerbates the already precarious 
plight of young people from a variety of vul-
nerable backgrounds.2 It also raises complex 
questions about who is responsible for the 
welfare of young people and whether mar-
kets, families, or governments should absorb 
the risks and costs associated with the early 
adult years. 

Third, there is a mismatch between young 
people making the transition to adulthood 
today and the existing institutional supports, 
including residential colleges and univer-
sities, community colleges, military and 
national service programs, work settings, and 
other environments. The policies, programs, 
and institutions that served young adults a 
half-century ago no longer meet the needs 
of youth today, either in the United States or 
Europe, and are based on assumptions that 
do not reflect the realities of the world today.3

Together, these three findings point to the 
need to strengthen the skills and capacities of 
young people on the path to adulthood and to 
improve the effectiveness of the institutions 
through which they move. Although some 
of the broad changes we describe are taking 
place in Canada and some Western European 
nations, as well as in the United States, the 
factors that explain them, the consequences 
of and responses to them, and the national 
histories in which they are embedded are 
often unique. For these reasons, we focus 
most of our attention on the story at home, 
in the United States. Because our aim is to 
provide an overview of changes and chal-
lenges in the contour and content of the early 
adult years, we focus on the larger story at 

These findings point to the 
need to strengthen the skills 
and capacities of young people 
on the path to adulthood 
as well as to improve the 
effectiveness of the institutions 
through which they move.
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the expense of more nuanced ones, which are 
told in the topic-focused articles that follow. 
We begin with a brief history of becoming 
an adult in the United States. We then take 
a closer look at a few particularly important 
shifts—in leaving the family home, in com-
pleting schooling, in securing work, in mar-
riage and childbearing, and in the provision 
of family support. We close by illustrating the 
need to buttress or reform social institutions 
in light of a longer and more complex passage 
to adulthood.

Becoming an Adult: A Brief History
During the first few decades of the twentieth 
century, the period known as “adolescence” 
was relatively brief. By their late teens, only 
a small fraction of the population was still in 
school, and most men had begun to work. 
While many left their natal homes early, 
surprisingly high shares of men and women 
nonetheless remained at home for a while, 
as we will later see, and marriage and child-
bearing did not happen immediately. As the 
century progressed, however, growing pro-
portions of young people had formed families 
by their late teens or early twenties. The 
Great Depression slowed the timing of family 
formation, but by the end of World War II, 
marriage and childbearing took place almost 
in lockstep with the conclusion of schooling. 
In the postwar boom that followed, high- 
paying industrial jobs were plentiful, and a 
prosperous economy enabled workers with 
high school degrees (or less) and college 
degrees alike to find secure employment with 
decent wages and benefits. Between 1949 and 
1970, the income of earners in the lower and 
middle brackets grew 110 percent or more, 
while the income of those in the top brackets 
rose between 85 percent and 95 percent.4 

These stable jobs made it possible for couples 
to marry and form families at young ages. 

By the 1950s and 1960s, most Americans 
viewed family roles and adult responsibili-
ties as being nearly synonymous. For men, 
the defining characteristic of adulthood 
was having the means to marry and sup-
port a family. For women, it was getting 
married and becoming a mother; indeed, 
most women in that era married before they 
were twenty-one and had at least one child 
before they were twenty-three. By their early 
twenties, then, most young men and women 
were recognized as adults, both socially and 
economically. 

In some ways, adult transitions today resem-
ble those before industrialization, during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
when the livelihoods of most families were 
bound to farms and agricultural jobs rather 
than the job market. Becoming an adult then, 
as now, was a gradual process characterized 
by “semi-autonomy,” with youth waiting until 
they were economically self-sufficient to set 
up independent households, marry, and have 
children. There are important differences, 
however, in the ways young people today and 
in the recent and more distant past define and 
achieve adulthood. 

How do Americans today define adulthood? 
To seek an answer, the MacArthur Research 
Network on Transitions to Adulthood devel-
oped a set of questions for the 2002 General 
Social Survey (GSS), an opinion poll admin-
istered to a nationally representative sample 
of Americans every two years by the National 
Opinion Research Center.5 The survey asked 
nearly 1,400 Americans aged eighteen and 
older how important it was to reach certain 
traditional markers to be considered an adult: 
leaving home, finishing school, getting a full-
time job, becoming financially independent 
from one’s parents, being able to support a 
family, marrying, and becoming a parent. 
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Today, more than 95 percent of Americans 
consider the most important markers of adult-
hood to be completing school, establishing an 
independent household, and being employed 
full-time—concrete steps associated with the 
ability to support a family. But only about 
half of Americans consider it necessary to 
marry or to have children to be regarded as an 
adult. Unlike their parents’ and grandparents’ 
generations, for whom marriage and parent-
hood were prerequisites for adulthood, young 
people today more often view these markers 
as life choices rather than requirements, as 
steps that complete the process of becoming 
an adult rather than start it. 

Definitions of adulthood also differ mark-
edly by social class. For example, Americans 
who are less educated and less affluent give 
earlier deadlines for leaving home, complet-
ing school, obtaining full-time employment, 
marrying, and parenting. Around 40 percent 
of those in the bottom third of the economic 
distribution said that young adults should 

marry before they turn twenty-five, and one-
third said they should have children by this 
age. Far fewer of the better-off respondents 
pointed to the early twenties, and about one-
third of them said that these events could be 
delayed until the thirties. 

Some important new realities underlie these 
definitions. First, becoming an adult today 
usually involves a period of living indepen-
dently before marriage, even though growing 
shares of young people are staying at home 
longer or returning home later on. Second, 
the early adult years often involve the pursuit 
of higher education, as a decent standard 
of living today generally requires a college 
education, if not a professional degree. Third, 
regardless of whether young people enter 
college, it takes longer today to secure a 
full-time job that pays enough to support a 
family, and young people now have a greater 
range of employment experiences in getting 
there. Fourth, as a consequence of these 
changes, marriage and parenting now come 

Figure 1. Young Men Living at Home (Single, No Children), by Race and Age, 1900–2000

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Elizabeth Fussell and Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., “The Transition to Adulthood during the Twentieth 
Century,” in On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy, edited by Richard A. Settersten Jr., Frank F. Furstenberg 
Jr., and Rubén G. Rumbaut (University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 29--75.
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significantly later in the life course. Finally, 
on each of these fronts, young adults often 
have starkly different sets of options and 
experiences depending on their family back-
grounds and resources. Young adults today 
are also more likely to be black, Hispanic, 
immigrant, and multi-ethnic than any other 
of the nation’s age groups.6 They are also 
more likely to be foreign-born, a characteris-
tic that in past generations was truer of fami-
lies’ oldest members. These shifts, too, have 
prompted new inequalities in early adult life.

Living Independently
The post-World War II script for life left such 
an indelible mark that it often remains the 
benchmark against which individuals judge 
themselves and others, even today. Yet the 
postwar model was something of an aberra-
tion then as now. Families of the 1950s and 
1960s did many things differently from their 
predecessors, including launching themselves 
into adulthood at very early ages. This is 
apparent in figures 1 and 2, which show the 

proportion of men and women (single and 
without children) living with their parents 
at the ages of twenty, twenty-five, and thirty 
from 1900 to 2000, and table 1, which adds a 
recent data point, 2007. 

In 1900, roughly one-third of white men aged 
twenty-five were living at home with their 
parents—two and a half times the share in 
1970.7 By 2000, the share living at home was 
one-fifth; by 2007, it had increased to one-
fourth. Since the 1970s, black men have lived 
more often with parents than their white 
peers at both ages twenty-five and thirty. 
Figures 1 and 2 show that during this period 
women have tended to leave home earlier 
than men, and, as we show later, cohabit or 
marry earlier as well. 

It might be tempting to infer from these 
figures that Americans have now returned to  
a more “normal” pattern of delayed home-
leaving. That inference, however, would miss 
the important and often unique conditions 

Figure 2. Young Women Living at Home (Single, No Children), by Race and Age, 1900–2000

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Elizabeth Fussell and Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., “The Transition to Adulthood during the Twentieth 
Century,” in On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy, edited by Richard A. Settersten Jr., Frank F. Furstenberg 
Jr., and Rubén G. Rumbaut (University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 29--75.
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that every historical era presents. To leave 
home quickly in the 1950s was “normal” 
because opportunities were plentiful and 
social expectations of the time reinforced the 
need to do so. At the turn of both the twenti-
eth and twenty-first centuries, greater propor-
tions of young people stayed at home longer 
than those who came of age at mid-century 
because they faced distinctive social and 
economic conditions of their own. 

Carrying the picture forward to 2007, table 
1 shows the proportion of black and white 
young adults, at different ages, who live with 
their parents. The trends in co-residence 
with parents evidenced in figures 1 and 2 
have made dramatic leaps.8 In every age 
bracket men are more likely than women to 
live with parents. Black men live with parents 
more often than white men, and more often 
than white and black women, at every age. 
Black women more often live with parents 
than do white women, again at every age. 
The share living with parents is particularly 
high for men and women in their early twen-
ties, spanning 43 to 50 percent depending on 
the group, although proportions fall as the 

age rises. At each five-year mark—from age 
twenty, to twenty-five, to thirty—percentages 
are cut in half. Yet even at the ages of thirty-
five and forty, between 4 and 12 percent 
of adult children live with their parents, 
depending on the group. 

Comparisons between native-born whites 
and blacks overlook the very sizable group of 
young people from other ethnic and immi-
grant populations who live at home. In 2008, 
among young men and women aged eighteen 
to twenty-four across ten distinct immigrant 
groups, second-generation youth (those born 
in the United States to foreign-born parents) 
are consistently more likely to be living at 
home than first-generation or so-called 1.5-
generation youth (those who arrived at age 
thirteen or older, or age twelve or younger, 
respectively).9 Immigrants of the second 
generation are more likely to live at home than 
native-born blacks and especially whites, and 
some groups show very high rates of home-
staying (for example, between 64 and 75 per-
cent of young adults from Indian, Dominican, 
Chinese, Filipino, and Salvadoran/Guatemalan 
backgrounds live at home). 

Table 1. Percentage of Young Adult Men and Women Living with Parents, 2007, by Race

Source: Authors’ computations, 2007 American Community Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census.

Men  Women 

All White Black  All White Black

Age 20–24 43.0 42.9 45.2  38.0 37.0 40.8

25–29 19.8 18.9 24.8  15.9 14.6 20.0

30–34 10.1   9.5 14.6    7.9   7.3 11.4

At age 20 54.0 54.3 54.6  48.1 47.2 51.5

At 25 26.3 25.5 30.2  21.4 20.1 25.1

At 30 12.1 11.4 18.4    9.7   8.8 13.7

At 35   7.5   6.8 12.1    6.1   5.8   9.5

At 40   5.8   5.8   7.5    4.4   4.0   7.7
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Although residential independence has been 
and continues to be one of the markers of 
attaining adulthood in the United States, 
particularly among native-born youth, recent 
downturns in the economy may create pres-
sure on families to house adult children. 
Growing numbers of young people have also 
been staying at home while enrolled in school 
or to make ends meet while working.10

For women, it was not until the 1960s that 
large numbers began to live on their own 
before marriage, thus creating a critical 
“hiatus” (as sociologist Frances Goldscheider 
has called it) that allowed women to become 
more fully integrated into the paid labor 
market and college classrooms.11 By 1970, 
the share of twenty-year-olds who were living 
on their own before marrying was more than 
double that for both white men and women 
at the turn of the century.12 As we show later, 
marriage was becoming less urgent and desir-
able for a host of reasons, and when young 
people did not marry, they still considered 
moving out and living on their own—and 

women en masse did so for the first time. 
During this era, housing was also inexpensive, 
and staying with parents humiliating.

Figures 3 through 6 demonstrate how much 
has changed in just a generation or so. These 
snapshots show that in 1970, only 13 percent 
of white males were living with their parents 
at age twenty-five, compared with 19 percent 
in 2000. Only about 10 percent were living 
on their own or with roommates in 1970, 
compared with one-third in 2000. Most pro-
foundly, nearly seven in ten were married in 
1970, compared with only one-third by 2000. 
The trend, then, has been for men to move 
out of their parents’ homes, but not into mar-
riages or even cohabitation; by contrast, the 
proportion living with parents has grown only 
modestly. Trends are similar for women and 
for those of other racial and ethnic groups at 
age twenty-five. Half as many black men, for 
example, were living at home with parents in 
1970 as in 2000. Likewise, the share married 
at age twenty-five in 1970 was triple that in 
2000. 

Figure 3. Share of Men and Women Aged Twenty-Five Living with Parents, 1970 and 2000

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Elizabeth Fussell and Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., “The Transition to Adulthood during the Twentieth 
Century,” in On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy, edited by Richard A. Settersten Jr., Frank F. Furstenberg 
Jr., and Rubén G. Rumbaut (University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 29--75.
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It is clear that the emergence of a period of 
independent living—despite more recent 
social concerns about young people staying at 
home longer or returning home later—is one 
of the most profound changes in the experi-
ences of young adults in the past several 
decades.13 This significant shift coincides with 
a few other major transformations in the early 
adult years, including the rising demand for, 
and attainment of, advanced education, to 
which we now turn.

The Rising Demand for Education
Higher education has flourished in all post-
industrial and emerging post-industrial 
societies. Once reserved for the elite, a 
college education is now a necessity for both 
men and women who want access to good 
jobs. Education and training are more valu-
able than ever because jobs are less secure 
and work careers have become more fluid. 
The demand for education and training has 
increased relentlessly over the past four 
decades, and the economic returns to educa-
tion have grown in recent years, even after 

the higher costs of getting an education are 
taken into account.14

Young adults have heard the message loud 
and clear: to get ahead, one needs a college 
degree. And, in fact, today’s young adults are 
better educated than any previous generation 
in the nation’s history. Yet many youth are 
also floundering badly. Approximately eight 
in ten high school seniors plan to attend some 
form of college or training after high school.15 

But even high school dropout rates are high: 
among people sixteen to twenty-four years 
old in 2006, high school dropout rates were 
9.3 percent overall and 5.8 percent, 10.7 per-
cent, and 22.1 percent for whites, blacks, and 
Hispanics, respectively.16 More disturbing 
estimates suggest that as many as three in ten 
ninth graders today will not graduate from 
high school four years later; for Hispanics, 
blacks, and Native Americans, the figures 
hover around a disturbing five in ten.17 

“College for all” may be a salient cultural 
message, but only one-quarter of young 

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Elizabeth Fussell and Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., “The Transition to Adulthood during the Twentieth 
Century,” in On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy, edited by Richard A. Settersten Jr., Frank F. Furstenberg 
Jr., and Rubén G. Rumbaut (University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 29--75.

Figure 4. Share of Men and Women Aged Twenty-Five Living Independently, 1970 and 2000
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adults between the ages of twenty-five and 
thirty-four have a bachelor’s degree today, 
and only 5 percent have graduate degrees.18 
Popular perceptions to the contrary, these 
shares have not changed significantly in the 
past three decades. The breakdown of degree 
holders has changed, however, by gender and 
by race and ethnicity. Women have now sur-
passed men in college graduation rates and 
in educational attainment generally.19 Asians 
are most likely to have bachelor’s degrees 
or higher, followed by whites. Hispanics 
are least likely. Only 9 percent of Hispanics 
between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-
four had a bachelor’s degree in 2005. Asians 
are four times more likely than Hispanics to 
have a bachelor’s degree.20 Among whites, 
the share with a bachelor’s degree is 27 per-
cent; among blacks, the share is 15 percent.21 

It is telling that only 40 percent of those who 
enter four-year institutions earn degrees 
within six years—and the rest are unlikely 
ever to earn degrees, as six years is generally 
understood to be the point of no return.22 

The children of parents who have themselves 
graduated from college are far more likely 
to have both the skills and the resources to 
enter and complete college. Although six 
in ten students whose parents have college 
degrees finish college in four years, only 
about one in ten students whose parents lack 
college degrees finishes in four years.23 

The gap between young adults’ high aspira-
tions for college and their low graduation 
rates sounds an important alarm. Youth 
who are ill-prepared for the rigors of higher 
education may start school, but they are also 
more likely to have unclear plans and inad-
equate skills, veer off course, cycle in and 
out, or drop out altogether.24 The growth 
of the “nontraditional” student (one who is 
older, working, or parenting) is also a key 
reason why it now takes longer to get a “four-
year” degree.25 Youth who have dropped out 
of four-year colleges or who are not seeking 
four-year degrees often find their way to 
community colleges. In his article in this vol-
ume, Thomas Brock explores the formidable 

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Elizabeth Fussell and Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., “The Transition to Adulthood during the Twentieth 
Century,” in On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy, edited by Richard A. Settersten Jr., Frank F. Furstenberg 
Jr., and Rubén G. Rumbaut (University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 29--75.
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challenges these students and these institu-
tions now face. 

More worrisome is the plight of young adults 
who have no education beyond high school 
and who are largely disengaged from social 
institutions and economic life—schools, the 
labor market, and the military. In 2005, even 
before the current recession and during the 
height of the Iraq war, roughly three in ten 
white men between ages sixteen and twenty-
four with only a high school degree were not 
in school, in the military, or at work.26 For 
young black men, the proportion is stagger-
ing: more than half were not in school, in the 
military, or at work. 

Of even more concern is the high probability 
that poorly educated men, particularly black 
men, will be imprisoned in early adulthood. 
Economist Steven Raphael estimates that 90 
percent of black male high school dropouts in 
California aged forty-five to fifty-four have 
histories of imprisonment.27 Other studies 

using national data have found similar, but 
lower, probabilities of imprisonment.28 The 
most conservative estimates, from the U.S. 
Department of Justice, though nonetheless 
startling, are that about one in three black 
men and one in six Latino men are expected 
to go to prison during their lifetime—com-
pared with one in seventeen white men—if 
current incarceration rates remain 
unchanged.29 Among all American men in 
their twenties in 2008, 1.5 percent of whites, 
4 percent of Latinos, and fully 10 percent of 
blacks were incarcerated.30 These are very 
high rates of incarceration for all groups, but 
far higher for blacks than for others. These 
data highlight just how difficult the adult 
experiences and circumstances of black and 
Latino men are, particularly for those with the 
least education, for whom risks grow in the 
late adolescent and early adult years.

Getting Ahead Gets Harder
The prosperity that made it possible for 
young adults to move quickly into adult roles 

Figure 6. Share of Singles With Own Children Aged Twenty-Five Living Independently, 1970 and 2000

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Elizabeth Fussell and Frank F. Furstenberg Jr., “The Transition to Adulthood during the Twentieth 
Century,” in On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy, edited by Richard A. Settersten Jr., Frank F. Furstenberg 
Jr., and Rubén G. Rumbaut (University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 29--75.
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continued for several decades after World 
War II. During the 1970s, however, wages 
stagnated and inflation rose. The manufactur-
ing sector that had been the backbone of the 
middle class and had ensured lives of relative 
security for the working class crumbled. For 
the next thirty years, wages for workers 
without college degrees stagnated, and the 
pensions and benefits that they had once 
enjoyed began to vanish. Globalization 
increased competition, markets became 
internationalized, and new technologies 
spread networks and knowledge.31 All these 
forces gave rise to new economic and 
employment uncertainties that now compli-
cate young adults’ decisions about living 
arrangements, educational investments, and 
family formation. 

At mid-century a high school degree was 
enough to establish a solid standard of living; 
today not even a college degree guarantees 
success. As shown in figure 7, young men 
(aged twenty-five to thirty-four) with a high 
school degree or less earned about $4,000 

less in 2002 than in 1975 (with earnings 
adjusted for inflation).32 Men with some col-
lege also lost ground, earning about $3,500 
a year less in 2002 than in 1975. College 
graduates made gains, but the big winners 
were men who had completed at least some 
graduate school, whose earnings grew by 
about $19,000.33 And even small gains, of 
course, have significant effects on lifetime 
earnings.

Over the past quarter-century, the earnings 
of women, unlike those of men, have risen 
(see figure 8). Figures 7 and 8 indicate that 
women’s earnings have grown faster than 
those of men—although men have continued 
to outearn women. In part because women’s 
wages were much lower to start, their average 
earnings have remained well below those of 
men. In 1975, a female high school gradu-
ate earned about 46 percent as much during 
the year as a male; by 2002, she earned 62 
percent as much. As with men, the most edu-
cated women saw the largest earnings gains. 
Finally, for each group (except those with 

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Sheldon Danziger, “Earning by Education for Young Workers: 1975 and 2002,” Data Brief 17 
(Philadelphia: MacArthur Network on Transitions to Adulthood, 2004). Earnings adjusted for inflation.

Figure 7. Earnings of Men Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four, by Education Level, 1975 and 2002
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some graduate-level education), the share 
whose earnings were below poverty levels 
(about $19,000 for a family of four in 2002) 
was greater in 2002 than in 1975. 

Having an income—or at least the ability to 
earn an income—has always been a precur-
sor to being independent and taking on adult 
roles, such as marrying and settling down. 
In 1969, only about 10 percent of men in 
their early thirties had wages that were below 
poverty level. By 2004, the share had more 
than doubled. Women fared a little better 
over the same time span, but nearly half were 
still earning poverty-level wages by their mid-
thirties.34 Overall, the share of young adults 
in 2005 living in poverty was higher than the 
national average.35 Given these and a host 
of other new economic vulnerabilities, it is 
perhaps not so surprising that by age thirty, 
only half as many young adults in 2005 as in 
1960 had achieved all the traditional mark-
ers of adulthood—particularly marriage and 
parenthood.36

Delaying “I Do” 
Young adults today take a different view of 
marriage than their counterparts did in times 
past.37 Whereas once couples came together 
to build a life together, today couples build 
their own lives separately and then marry. 
Because acquiring educational credentials 
and work experience—a key part of the foun-
dation to be built before marriage—takes 
time, it is no surprise that young adults are 
delaying marriage. Between 1960 and 1980, 
the median age at first marriage for young 
people rose from twenty to twenty-three; 
by 2000 it had reached twenty-five.38 Today, 
median age at first marriage for men is over 
twenty-seven, and for women, twenty-six.39 
These are extraordinary leaps.

Young adults, however, are hardly celibate 
while they build that foundation. Advances in 
contraception and reproduction rights have 
left women and couples with greater control 
over fertility and fewer risks associated with 
premarital sex. Views on the acceptability 
of living together before marriage have also 

Source: Adapted from data compiled in Sheldon Danziger, “Earning by Education for Young Workers: 1975 and 2002,” Data Brief 17 
(Philadelphia: MacArthur Network on Transitions to Adulthood, 2004). Earnings adjusted for inflation.

Figure 8. Earnings of Women Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four, by Education Level, 1975 and 2002
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become more positive. Fifty years ago, very 
few couples lived together before marrying; 
today, more than half of first marriages are 
preceded by cohabitation, a trend that shows 
no signs of abating.40 About half of high 
school seniors say that they plan to cohabit as 
couples before they marry.41 

For young adults with fewer prospects ahead 
of them—those with the least education and 
lowest incomes—children often come before 
marriage. Nearly 40 percent of all first births 
occur before marriage, and the vast majority 
of these premarital births are to young adults 
who have not attended, much less completed, 
college.42 The risk of divorce is also consis-
tently highest for couples who marry earliest. 
Sixty percent of those who marry before age 
eighteen will be divorced by age thirty-four. 
Forty percent of those who marry by age 
twenty will not make it to their tenth wed-
ding anniversary, compared with roughly 25 
percent of those who wait until twenty-five.43

For those who bemoan the demise of mar-
riage, there is heartening news. Young adults 
may be postponing marriage, but they are not 

abandoning it altogether. By age thirty-four, 
seven in ten have tied the knot.44 At the same 
time, the proportions of young people who 
are single and have never married, by age 
and race, are striking, as shown in table 2. 

In 2007, men in every age bracket through age 
thirty-four were more likely to be single and 
never-married than women. Black men and 
black women were consistently more likely to 
be single and never-married than whites, with 
Hispanic men and women falling in between. 
As the table shows, the proportions of single 
and never-married people drop by age for all 
groups, although less dramatically for black 
men and women than for whites. In their 
early thirties, more than half of black men and 
women are single and never-married. Even 
later, at age forty, sizable proportions of men 
and women, and especially black men and 
women, are still single and never-married. The 
percentages of people who have never mar-
ried, and who are intentionally childless, are 
higher now than at any other time in American 
history—and policy makers have not yet 
begun to anticipate the future social ramifica-
tions of this profound fact.45 

Table 2. Percentage of Young Adult Men and Women, Single and Never Married, 2007, by Race 

 Men  Women 

 All White Black  All White Black

Age 20–24 88.0 87.3 92.5  79.6 78.0 89.9

25–29 58.9 55.8 73.8  47.0 42.2 71.4

30–34 35.8 33.0 52.4  27.3 22.8 52.9

At 20 95.2 95.0 97.0  91.1 90.7 96.2

At 25 70.6 68.0 82.5  58.4 54.6 78.5

At 30 43.8 41.4 49.2  33.3 29.0 50.8

At 35 27.8 25.4 42.5  21.1 16.7 43.0

At 40 21.5 19.2 34.2  16.1 12.5 34.6

Source: Authors’ computations, 2007 American Community Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census.
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The Crucial Role of Families and  
Social Relationships
Both the government and the general public 
in the United States place a high premium on 
personal responsibility and self-reliance.46 
The prevailing “sink or swim” philosophy 
leaves it up to young people and their 
families to take advantage of the opportuni-
ties they encounter or actively create, and to 
shoulder responsibility for problems that 
ensue as they navigate markets for education, 
jobs, and partners using their own knowledge 
and resources. 

Stark inequalities therefore exist in the skills, 
resources, and opportunities of young people, 
depending on what parents can provide dur-
ing their children’s third decade and what 
they provided in the first two decades. To 
understand these inequalities, one need only 
look at the financial supports that parents pro-
vide to their young adult children. U.S. data 
from 1988—seemingly outdated but the best 
available over a long time span—showed that 
parents spent about one-third of the total cost 
of raising a child from birth to age eighteen 
again between eighteen and thirty-four. This 
support included the provision of material 
assistance (in the form of housing, food, and 
educational expenses) and direct cash assis-
tance, although support diminished as adult 
children grew older.47 Even more striking, 
children from families in the top quarter of 
the income distribution received at least 70 
percent more in material assistance than chil-
dren in the bottom quarter. 

One can safely assume that these outlays have 
only increased dramatically since those data 
were collected in 1988. A 2005 update of that 
study, based on parents of youth aged eigh-
teen to twenty-one, shows that, regardless 
of income, parents are spending 10 percent 
of their annual incomes to help their young 

adult children. All families are thus devoting 
similar proportions of their resources to their 
young adult children, although the amounts 
they spend are obviously drastically differ-
ent (10 percent of $40,000 is considerably 
different from 10 percent of $200,000). The 
higher transfers in financially well-positioned 
families give a further boost to children who 
are already better off going into adulthood.

This expensive new stage of life is creat-
ing some consternation for families that 
have to adjust to the changing pace of adult 
transitions. For the most privileged young 
adults—those who receive ample support 
from their parents—the new, extended path 
to adulthood is a time of unparalleled free-
dom: freedom to proceed directly through 
college, travel or work for a few years, or per-
haps participate in community service, and 
then enter graduate or professional school. 
Relatively few Americans, however, have this 
good fortune. Youth from less well-off fami-
lies shuttle back and forth between work and 
school or combine both while they gradually 
gain their credentials; they wait for jobs that 
can support the families they wish to start or 
perhaps have already started; and they feel 
little control over their lives.

More than at any time in recent history, 
then, parents are being called on to provide 
material and other types of assistance to their 
young adult children. A century ago, it was 
the other way around: young adults typically 
helped their parents when they first went to 
work, particularly if they still lived together. 
Now, many young adults continue to receive 
support from their parents even after they 
begin working. The exceptions seem to be 
in immigrant families, where young adult 
children stay in the parental home and feel 
strong obligations to help support parents.48



VOL. 20 / NO. 1 / SPRING 2010    33

What’s Going on with Young People Today? The Long and Twisting Path to Adulthood

The challenges of a longer transition to adult-
hood pose chronic dilemmas for families with 
limited means that must find ways to sup-
port their children, especially in a course of 
extended education. Of course, it has always 
been true that some youth do well and oth-
ers do not, regardless of resources. Having 
resources is no guarantee of success, just as 
the absence of resources is no guarantee of 
failure. But having additional resources would 
surely seem to foster positive outcomes in 
early adulthood. Resources may also soften 
the consequences of poor judgments and 
mistakes, which seem more perilous today as 
the safety nets on which post-World War II 
generations could rely—pensions and health 
insurance, steady work with benefits, com-
pany loyalty—are fraying. 

The weakened position of families in the 
current volatile economy exacerbates the 
challenges to populations of young people 
who are already vulnerable going into 
adulthood—those whose skills and resources 
are less than adequate, whose family relation-
ships are absent or fragile, or who have long 
been in foster care, special education, or 
juvenile justice systems only to be abruptly 
cut off from support when they reach the 
legal ages of adulthood, eighteen or in some 
cases twenty-one.49 Most supports for these 
youth now end at age eighteen—a time 
when, as noted, their more advantaged peers 
are continuing to receive sizable assistance 
from their families of origin. For these popu-
lations, maintaining supports is an important 
priority, even—or especially—in times of 
economic hardship. 

Even middle-class families that once seemed 
strongly positioned to invest in young adult 
children may now be experiencing new vul-
nerabilities amid the “Great Recession” that 
began in 2008. As the middle class shrinks 

and family incomes fluctuate from year to 
year in an uncertain economy, families cannot 
offer the same set of resources to their chil-
dren.50 Families on the low end of middle- 
income seem especially vulnerable—they 
have some, but not ample, resources, and 
their incomes are just high enough to make 
them ineligible for government support. 

Young people who can build stronger and 
wider connections to adults other than par-
ents (for example, teachers and adult men-
tors) also end up faring better than those who 
do not. Especially for those young people 
with limited or absent relationships with 
their parents, relationships with other adults 
are invaluable in replacing or compensating 
for the support that their parents cannot or 
do not provide. The presence of meaning-
ful relationships with adults significantly 
bolsters school achievement, success in jobs, 
emotional maturity, and satisfaction with life, 
and keeps in check problematic behaviors 
such as substance abuse.51 Relationships with 
adults other than parents are also important 
in opening opportunities and resources by 
connecting young people to the larger and 
loosely connected social networks in which 
these adults are embedded.52

In the United States, the solutions for manag-
ing this extended transition are, to a great 
degree, private ones, made possible by what-
ever social connections or resources young 
people and their parents happen to have or 
can create. But the transition takes place 
within multiple institutional contexts, and the 
investments that society makes in the institu-
tions around young people and their parents 
are also important. These supports are partic-
ularly important for families that are unable 
to extend help because of limited resources 
or because they lack the knowledge and skills 
to help their children move forward.
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Beyond Personal Solutions: 
Strengthening Social Institutions
As the transition to adulthood evolves, so 
too must society’s institutions. As young 
people and their families struggle with the 
new reality of a longer and more demanding 
pathway into adult life, existing institutions 
may need to change and new ones may have 
to be developed. Which institutions are most 
important to a successful transition, which 
will reach the largest share of young adults in 
meaningful ways, and which are most open to 
intervention and reform? We highlight three 
institutions: community colleges, service 
learning programs, and the military. 

Community colleges are an ideal target for 
intervention. These two-year colleges touch 
large numbers and a wide variety of young 
people, serve many purposes, are flexible, and 
offer connections to a range of potential 
career paths. Yet they are seriously in need of 
support and reform if they are to meet the 
needs of youth in transition to adulthood. 
Four-year residential colleges and universities, 
by contrast, provide a perfect example of how 
a social institution can successfully address the 
needs of young adults—by providing shelter, 
directed activities, adult and peer support, 

health care, and entertainment. Explicitly 
designed as a bridge between a student’s 
family and the wider society, four-year colleges 
have increasingly been tailored to provide the 
sort of semi-autonomy that characterizes early 
adulthood. In his article on community 
colleges in this issue, Thomas Brock notes the 
irony that the most selective institutions of 
higher education take the most capable 
students and wrap them in support, while 
community colleges are the least selective 
institutions and provide the least support.

Community colleges, however, can be 
restructured to provide these same kinds 
of services. The Obama administration has 
already recognized the important role that 
community colleges can play in strengthen-
ing the skills and opportunities of youth who 
do not or cannot go on to four-year colleges. 
It has proposed $12 billion in additional 
funding, with the goal of graduating 5 million 
more community college students by 2020. It 
also aims to forge tighter links between com-
munity colleges and employers. 

The second institution, service learning 
programs in schools and workplaces, pro-
vides important networks and opportunities 
for young people to “take stock” of them-
selves and of society, wrestle with social and 
political attitudes and values, explore their 
identities, build skills, contribute to their 
communities, and develop a larger sense of 
purpose beyond the pursuit of individual 
gain.53 For young people, the new Edward 
M. Kennedy Serve America Act (PL 111-13) 
increases the numbers of slots in AmeriCorps 
programs and adds several new corps and 
fellowships. It also increases the education 
award and adds flexibility in how young 
people can get engaged in service and bal-
ance service with their other responsibilities. 
Finally, it targets the needs of low-income 

As young people and their 
families struggle with the new 
reality of a longer and more 
demanding pathway into 
adult life, existing institutions 
may need to change and 
new ones may have to be 
developed.



VOL. 20 / NO. 1 / SPRING 2010    35

What’s Going on with Young People Today? The Long and Twisting Path to Adulthood

communities and prioritizes the inclusion of 
marginalized youth.54

Targeting marginalized youth is especially 
important because research has consistently 
shown that youth from disadvantaged back-
grounds have few opportunities to gain civic 
skills and be recruited into civic action. They 
are much less likely to have parents who par-
ticipate in community organizations; to have 
peers who are incorporated into mainstream 
institutions; to live in neighborhoods that are 
safe and include opportunities to be involved 
in civic life; and to attend schools that have 
strong civic programming, teachers, coun-
selors, and parent participation.55 National 
service can serve as an important bridge to 
jobs, not only in building job-related skills 
and experience, but also in fostering connec-
tions to adult mentors, social networks, and 
organizations.

The third institution, the military, also serves 
many young people. For the majority of 
enlistees, the military is not a second-chance 
institution, but a first choice—though it too is 
in need of significant reform.56 Still, the 
military, like four-year residential colleges 
and universities, is designed to shape the 
futures of young adults by providing a setting 
in which they can successfully live, work, and 
learn. By coupling expectations and demands 
with guidance, mentoring, and other 
resources, military service helps young adults 
acquire skills and fosters a sense of compe-
tence. Like national service programs, it also 
provides a bridge from school to higher 
education or the labor force by providing 
tuition credits, loan forgiveness, financial 
stipends, access to jobs, or health insurance 
and other benefits.

By strengthening community colleges, service 
learning programs, and military service, the 

nation can establish clearer and more viable 
paths into adulthood for those who are not 
college bound and engage these young peo-
ple positively in social institutions. College 
is not the only route to a successful adult-
hood, but alternatives are few and must be 
improved. Although youth with a bachelor’s 
degree clearly have multiple advantages, the 
“college for all” mentality does a disservice to 
many young adults who simply do not have 
the intellectual, motivational, and economic 
resources to complete a four-year (or more) 
program of higher education. 

These are but a few examples of the existing 
institutions that must be reformed or but-
tressed in response to the longer and more 
complex transition to adulthood today. And 
because this new, lengthened transition is not 
a passing phenomenon and is likely to grow 
yet more complicated, it may be necessary to 
create new institutions, especially ones that 
can better support middle- and working-class 
families alongside populations that have tra-
ditionally been viewed as socially or economi-
cally disadvantaged. The inability to reform 
existing institutions and create new ones car-
ries significant costs for young people, their 
families, and our society. 

Although many policy makers in Washington 
are now focused on programs designed for 
the early years of a child’s life (the critical 
“zero to three” years), it remains important 
to offer supports as youth make their way 
into adulthood. Without discounting the 
importance of services in infancy and early 
childhood, we stress that young adults make 
and take exceedingly consequential decisions 
and actions that carry strong and cumula-
tive effects—on schooling, work, marriage, 
and parenthood—over the many decades of 
life ahead. Only by continuing or increasing 
investments in young people after the age of 
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eighteen can policy makers implement the 
supports needed to make the road to adult-
hood less perilous. 

The Good with the Bad
Much of the media attention and public 
debate on the subject of the changing transi-
tion to adulthood start from the assumption 
that something is wrong with young people 
today as they take longer to “grow up,” that 
the “fault” is of their own doing. To counter 
that assumption, we have pointed to some 
of the large cultural, economic, and demo-
graphic forces that have altered the landscape 
of the early adult years and complicated 
young people’s efforts to leave home, finish 
school, look for jobs, find partners, and start 
families. 

We would be remiss, however, in not 
acknowledging that we see some benefits to 
the way this period of life is being shaken up 
and to the more varied pathways to adult-
hood that young people are adopting as a 
consequence. The rigid three-part model of 
life (education-work-retirement) through 
which men born in the first half of the past 
century marched lockstep, has loosened. So, 
too, have the family constraints known to 
those same cohorts of women.57 Educational 
attainment has expanded dramatically, and 
a college education is now within reach for 
many. Many young people now have more 
time to build their skills and earn credentials, 

to pursue activities meant for personal 
growth, to experience multiple jobs, and to 
experiment in romantic relationships before 
they settle in. 

As we have noted, the story of the changing 
transition to adulthood is not just one of priv-
ileged youth versus underprivileged youth—
that is, those who have the luxury to use the 
early adult years for exploration versus those 
who have limited opportunities, inadequate 
personal resources, or fragile family circum-
stances. It is also a story of the middle class, 
which is increasingly losing institutional sup-
port at precisely the same time as it takes on 
the heavy burden of supporting young people 
in the face of dwindling public resources. 

Of some things we can be certain. Little 
about education, work, and family life today 
comes close to what past generations have 
known. In some ways life is better, in some 
ways it is worse, but in most ways it is dif-
ferent. Societies have not yet become fully 
aware of, or begun fully to address, the rami-
fications of the longer and more varied transi-
tion into adult life. Social institutions, much 
like young people and their families, are 
without a clear script for a new era and need 
to be refashioned to better reflect the times. 
Finally, for most young people, whether by 
choice or by circumstance, adulthood no 
longer begins when adolescence ends.
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Summary
Almost 30 percent of the more than 68 million young adults aged eighteen to thirty-four in the 
United States today are either foreign born or of foreign parentage. As these newcomers make 
their transitions to adulthood, say Rubén Rumbaut and Golnaz Komaie, they differ significantly 
not only from one another but also from their native-parentage counterparts, including blacks 
and whites. The authors document the demographic changes in the United States over the past 
forty years and describe the ways in which generation and national origin shape the experiences 
of these newcomers as they become adults. 

Rumbaut and Komaie point out that immigrant groups experience gaps in social, economic, 
and legal status that are even greater than the gaps between native whites and blacks. By far the 
most-educated (Indians) and the least-educated (Mexicans) groups in the United States today 
are first-generation immigrants, as are the groups with the lowest poverty rate (Filipinos) and 
the highest poverty rate (Dominicans). These social and economic divides reflect three very 
different ways immigrants enter the country: through regular immigration channels, without 
legal authorization, or as state-sponsored refugees. For many ethnic groups, significant progress 
takes place from the first to the second generation. But, say the authors, for millions of young 
immigrants, a lack of legal permanent residency status blocks their prospects for social mobil-
ity. Having an undocumented status has become all the more consequential with the failure of 
Congress to pass comprehensive federal immigration reforms.

In the coming two decades, as the U.S. native-parentage labor force continues to shrink, immi-
grants and their children are expected to account for most of the growth of the nation’s labor 
force, with the fastest-growing occupations requiring college degrees. Rumbaut and Komaie 
stress that one key to the nation’s future will be how it incorporates young adults of immigrant 
origin in its economy, polity, and society, especially how it enables these young adults to have 
access to, and to attain, postsecondary education and its manifold payoffs. 
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Immigration, a transformative force, 
has produced striking demographic 
changes in the American population 
over the past few decades, especially 
among its young adults. As recently 

as 1970, only 4 percent of the approximately 
48 million young adults (aged eighteen to 
thirty-four) in the United States were foreign 
born. That proportion was the lowest since 
the U.S. Census Bureau began keeping 
records on nativity in 1850. But by 2008, 
when the number of young adults had grown 
to more than 68 million, almost 30 percent of 
them were either foreign born or of foreign 
parentage. These new first and second 
generations of immigrant origin are steadily 
growing and changing the ethnic composition 
and stratification of the nation’s young adult 
population. What is more, their transitions to 
adult roles—leaving the parental home, 
finishing school, entering into full-time work, 
getting married, having children—not only 
differ significantly by generation and ethnic-
ity, but often stand in marked contrast to 
patterns observed among their native coun-
terparts who are conventionally assumed to 
set societal standards. 

In this article we sketch a comparative 
portrait of young adults in the United States 
in the first years of the twenty-first century, 
focusing on new patterns of ethnic diversi-
fication and of widening socioeconomic and 
legal inequalities in early adulthood. We ana-
lyze data from the latest Current Population 
Survey and review recent research on young 
adults of immigrant origin. We focus particu-
larly on generational differences between the 
foreign-born first and “one and a half” gen-
erations and the U.S.-born second generation 
(of foreign parentage), who are mainly of 
Latin American and Asian origins, compared 
with native-parentage young adults, who are 
overwhelmingly non-Hispanic blacks and 

whites. We consider structural barriers faced 
by sizable segments of immigrant youth, 
especially the undocumented and the less- 
educated poor, in their transitions to adult-
hood and discuss possible policy options. 

Young Adults in an  
Age of Migration
No assessment of adult transitions in the 
United States can fail to pay heed to the ways 
in which contemporary young adulthood has 
been increasingly shaped by international 
migration. After four decades of accelerating 
migration flows, by 2008 about 41 million for-
eign-born men and women were living in the 
United States, most of them having arrived 
after 1990, primarily from Latin America and 
Asia. That population has been growing by 
about 1 million annually, in both legal and 
unauthorized statuses. These immigrant flows 
consist primarily of young adults and their 
children. Of the 41 million foreign born, 44 
percent arrived in the United States as young 
adults between the ages of eighteen and 
thirty-four, and another 40 percent arrived 
as children under the age of eighteen, in due 
course to “come of age” and make their own 
transitions to adulthood in their adoptive 
society.1 

Moreover, given the youthful age structure 
and higher fertility rates of the immigrant 
population, a new second generation—the 
U.S.-born children of the immigrants—has 
been growing rapidly. By 2008, the U.S.-born 
second generation (with one or two foreign-
born parents) totaled more than 32 million; 
20 percent of them were young adults aged 
eighteen to thirty-four, and nearly half (46 
percent) were under eighteen—that is, they 
were still mainly children and teenagers. As 
this new second generation reaches adult-
hood in large numbers within the next 
decade or two, its impact will be increasingly 
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and widely felt throughout the society—in 
higher education, the labor market, sports 
and popular culture, criminal justice and 
religious institutions, the mall, and the ballot 
box—all the more so in the urban centers 
where they are concentrated.2 

These new Americans are not a homoge-
neous population. They differ greatly in their 
national origins and cultural backgrounds, in 
their areas of geographic concentration, and 
in their patterns of socioeconomic mobility 
and legal status. Before turning to an exami-
nation of their transitions to adult roles, we 
consider briefly their ethnic diversity, ethnic 
geography, and ethnic inequality.

The Ethnic Diversity of Early Adulthood
Contemporary immigration has led to the 
formation of new U.S. ethnic groups. Their 
extraordinary ethnic diversity is belied by 
the fact that newcomers from more than 150 
countries with profoundly different cultures 
and histories have been officially classified, 
through the use of one-size-fits-all pan-ethnic 
categories, as “Hispanics” and “Asians,” 
similar to the older broad racial classifications 
of “blacks” and “whites.” Still, the advent of 
these newcomers is clearly reflected in the 
changing ethnic and generational makeup of 
young adulthood. Among all young adults, 

non-Hispanic blacks and whites are over-
whelmingly native-stock populations, while 
Hispanics and Asians are overwhelmingly 
foreign-stock groups: about 90 percent of 
whites and blacks are native-born of native-
born parents (third or higher generations), 
but about 80 percent of Hispanics and 94 
percent of Asian ethnics are either foreign 
born or of foreign parentage (first or second 
generation). This sharp divide reflects the 
recency of the migration of the latter groups, 
and underscores the central importance of 
nativity and generation in the experience 
of ethno-racial groups in contemporary 
America. The magnitude of the ethnic shift 
will become more pronounced as a result 
of continuing international migration (espe-
cially from Latin America, the Caribbean, 
and Asia), the higher fertility of immigrant 
women in the United States, and the aging 
and lower fertility of the white native popula-
tion. For instance, Hispanics, who according 
to the U.S. Census Bureau surpassed African 
Americans as the largest minority group in 
the United States in 2003, now account for 
one of every five young adults nationally—
and much larger proportions in states and 
counties of Hispanic concentration, including 
California, Texas, New York, and Florida.3

Lumping millions of newcomers into 
“Hispanic” and “Asian” pan-ethnic categories, 
however, conceals fundamental differences 
between the scores of nationalities that are 
bound and glossed by those labels. Of the 19 
million first- and second-generation young 
adults between the ages of eighteen and 
thirty-four, more than half come from the 
Spanish-speaking countries of Latin America, 
but fully 35 percent from a single country: 
Mexico. Salvadorans and Guatemalans 
together add 5 percent more, Puerto Ricans 4 
percent, and Dominicans and Cubans 2 
percent each. Together, this handful of Latin 

As this new second generation 
reaches adulthood in large 
numbers within the next 
decade or two, its impact will 
be increasingly and widely 
felt throughout the society.
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American groups makes up nearly 50 percent 
of all first- and second-generation young 
adults in the United States. Similarly, despite 
far greater diversity among a score of Asian-
origin groups, five of them make up another 
16 percent of first- and second-generation 
young adults: Filipinos, Chinese, and Indians 
account for 4 percent each, and Vietnamese 
and Koreans for 2 percent each. Those ten 
ethnic groups thus constitute nearly two-
thirds of all eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds 
of foreign birth or parentage. 

Their countries of origin are the largest 
sources of immigration to the United States, 
and they represent the principal types of 
migration flows (undocumented laborers, 
professionals, refugees). More than half of 
all Mexican, Salvadoran, and Guatemalan 
immigrants in the United States today are 
undocumented; those groups make up 70 
percent of the estimated 11.6 million unau-
thorized immigrants (Mexicans alone account 
for three-fifths of the total).4 Indians, Chinese 
(including Taiwanese), Koreans, and Filipinos 
have predominated among the “brain drain” 
flows of professional immigrants. And Cubans 
and Vietnamese are by far the two largest 
groups admitted as state-sponsored political 
refugees. Accordingly, although they by no 
means exhaust the extraordinary diversity of 
contemporary immigration, those ten groups 
(five “Hispanics,” five “Asians”) will be consid-
ered separately in the analyses that follow. 

The Ethnic Geography of  
Early Adulthood
The nearly 30 percent of all young adults in 
the United States who come from immigrant 
origins (whether first or second generations) 
are not distributed evenly across the coun-
try; rather, they are highly concentrated in 
particular states and localities, especially in 
California, where 55 percent of all its young 

adults are first or second generation, and 
in a handful of metropolitan regions. For 
example, nearly three-fifths of all persons 
eighteen to thirty-four in Southern California 
(59 percent), the San Francisco Bay Area (58 
percent), and the New York metropolitan 
area (56 percent) are of foreign birth or par-
entage, as are fully two-thirds of the young 
adults of greater Miami and of Texas cities 
along the Mexican border from El Paso to 
Laredo, McAllen, and Brownsville. By con-
trast, outside of that handful of regions, the 
proportion of young adults in the rest of the 
United States who are of immigrant origin 
is less than one-fifth. Thus, studies of young 
adults in New York, Los Angeles, San Diego, 
and Miami encounter very different popula-
tions than are found in areas less touched by 
contemporary immigration.5 

Those areas of immigrant concentration, in 
turn, differ greatly by the ethnic composition 
of the young adults who settle there. Consider 
the top ten groups noted earlier. Of the 6.5 
million first- and second-generation Mexican 
young adults in the United States, more than 
a fourth are concentrated in Southern 
California alone (primarily along the corridor 
from Los Angeles to San Diego)—as are more 
than a fourth of all Salvadorans and 
Guatemalans between eighteen and thirty-
four and a fifth of all Filipinos, Vietnamese, 
and Koreans. More than two-thirds of all 
Dominican young adults in the United States 
reside in metropolitan New York, as do nearly 
a third of Puerto Ricans and a fifth of the 
Chinese. Greater Miami alone accounts for 
well over half of all Cuban young adults. The 
Indians are more dispersed, but still 15 
percent are found in greater New York.

Ethnic Inequalities
Until recently, social inequalities among 
Americans (and among young adults in 
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particular) have been seen through a prism 
of black-white differences. Although major 
socioeconomic differences persist between 
native whites and blacks, the social and 
economic divides between immigrant-origin 
groups, who are overwhelmingly Hispanics 
and Asians, are even larger. The ethnic 
diversity of contemporary immigrants pales 
in comparison with the diversity of their 
social class origins. By far the most-educated 
(Indians) and the least-educated (Mexicans) 
groups in the United States today are first-
generation immigrants, as are the groups 
with the lowest poverty rate (Filipinos) and 
the highest poverty rate (Dominicans)—a 
reflection of the fundamentally different 
ways they enter the country: through regular 
immigration channels, without legal autho-
rization, or as state-sponsored refugees. And 
their differing legal status interacts with their 
human capital to shape distinct modes of 
incorporation. 

“Brain drain” professionals mainly enter 
under the occupational preferences of U.S. 
law, which favor the highly skilled and edu-
cated. Also found among the first waves of 
refugee flows, these professionals are more 
likely to become naturalized citizens and, 
usually within the first generation, home-
owners in the suburbs. The undocumented 
consist disproportionately of manual laborers 
with less than a high school education, whose 
legal vulnerability makes them economically 
exploitable and likely to be concentrated in 
central cities. Their children in turn tend to 
grow up in neighborhoods and attend schools 
where they are exposed disproportionately to 
peer groups involved with youth gangs and 
intergroup violence. Indeed, an unauthorized 
status can affect virtually every facet of an 
immigrant’s life—especially during the transi-
tion to adulthood.6 The size and concentra-
tion of this vulnerable young adult population 

is significant. By 2008, more than a quarter of 
the foreign-born population—an estimated 
11.6 million people—were undocumented 
immigrants, by far the largest number and 
share in U.S. history. Half (49 percent) of the 
undocumented were young adults eighteen 
to thirty-four, and another 13 percent were 
children under eighteen.7 We turn now to 
examine generational and ethnic differences 
in the transition to adulthood and how adult 
transitions are affected by patterns of socio-
economic and legal inequality among immi-
grant-origin groups. 

Generational Differences  
in Adult Transitions
The exit from adolescence and entry into 
adult roles and responsibilities typically 
entails status transitions from school to work 
and from one’s family of origin to the forma-
tion of new intimate relationships, notably 
via marriage and parenthood. Nationally, 
relative to patterns observed several decades 
ago, normative timetables for accomplishing 
such adult transitions have been prolonged.8 
Postsecondary schooling has lengthened for 
young people, and the exit from the parental 
household, the entry into full-time work, and 
decisions about marriage and children have 
been delayed. For example, data from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Youth show 
that, between 1985 and 2003, the proportion 
of young adults aged twenty to twenty-two 
still living with their parents increased from 
45 percent to 57 percent.9 And census data 
show that from 1950 to 2008 the median 
age at first marriage rose from twenty-three 
to twenty-eight for men and from twenty to 
twenty-six for women—the oldest on record 
for both. 

Figure 1 graphs the percentage of young 
adults in the United States who are not living 
with their parents, are enrolled in school full 
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time, are working full time, are married, and 
have children, for every year from age 
eighteen to thirty-four. The data again come 
from the 2008 Current Population Survey. 
Nationally, these data show that the most 
rapid shifts in the school-to-work transition, 
and in leaving the parental fold, occur 
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-
four; the major changes in marriage and 
parenthood take place from age twenty-five 
to age thirty-four. For example, among all 
eighteen-year-olds in the United States, 80 
percent were living with their parents, 75 
percent were attending school full time, and 
only 10 percent were working full time. By 
age twenty-four, those figures had reversed: 
only 25 percent were still living with their 
parents and only 15 percent were attending 
school full time, while 62 percent were 
working full time. But among all twenty-four-
year-olds, less than a quarter had had chil-
dren (23 percent), and less than a third had 
ever married (29 percent); by age thirty-four, 
two-thirds had children and three-fourths 
had married. 

Do these patterns hold for both immigrants 
and natives, or do they differ by generation? 
Figure 2 looks at each of these five measures 
for all young adults aged eighteen to thirty-
four, broken down by generational cohorts. 
Within the foreign-born first generation, 
there are significant differences between 
immigrants who arrived in the United States 
as children and those who arrived as teens 
or young adults.10 Thus, we distinguish the 
“1.0” (those who immigrated at age thirteen 
or older) and the “1.5” cohorts (those who 
immigrated as children under thirteen) from 
the second generation (native born with one 
or both parents foreign born) and the third 
and later (“3+”) generations (native born with 
native-born parents). 

As figure 2 shows, the first generation clearly 
stands out in their greater propensity to have 
completed the five major transitions to adult-
hood. Not surprisingly, the 1.0 generational 
cohort is the least likely to be living with their 
parents (only 8 percent)—who are most often 
left in the country of origin—and the least 
likely to be attending school (22 percent), the 
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most likely to be working full time (61 per-
cent), and by far the most likely to be married 
(57 percent) and to have children (42 percent). 

In contrast, the U.S.-born second genera-
tion is the least likely to have achieved those 
conventional markers of adult status—leaving 
home, finishing school, entering the work-
force, getting married, and having children. 
It is the second generation that stands out in 
every instance, rather than the first (1.0 or 
1.5) or the third and later (3+), that is, U.S.-
born children of U.S.-born parents. Indeed, 
second-generation young adults are by far 
the most likely to live with their (immigrant) 
parents (40 percent), as will be elaborated 
below; they are also the most likely to be 
attending school (49 percent) and by far the 
least likely to be married (32 percent) and to 
have children (25 percent). 

The 1.5 generation, classic in-betweeners, 
falls in between the 1.0 and the second 
generations in virtually every indicator, but 
more closely resemble the latter (their U.S.-
born counterparts, with whom they share the 

circumstance of being raised in immigrant 
families while being educated and reach-
ing adulthood in the United States). The 
native 3+ generations—who by definition 
set and reflect societal norms—in turn fall in 
between the first and second generations in 
these measures.

As noted, second-generation young adults 
are the least likely to have left the parental 
home. This trend is most pronounced during 
the earliest years (eighteen to twenty-four) 
of the transition: more than three out of five 
(61 percent) second-generation eighteen- 
to twenty-four-year-olds continue to live at 
home with their immigrant parents. As we 
will show, for young adults in immigrant fam-
ilies, staying at home helps to pool resources 
and minimize expenses, especially given 
the high cost of housing in major immigrant 
destinations like New York City, Miami, and 
Southern California.11 

Despite general observations often made to 
the contrary about immigrants, it is worth 
underscoring that the 1.0 generation of young 

Figure 2. Transitions to Adulthood by Generational Cohorts: Young Adults 18 to 34
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adults (but not the 1.5) is by far the least 
likely to reside with their parents; generally, 
the parents of most of those who immigrated 
as young adults (or even in their late teens) 

Percent Men and women, 18–24 only Women only, 18–24 and 25–34

Ethnicity Generation*

Living 
with 
parents

Full-time 
school

Full-time 
work Marriage Children

18–24 18–24 18–24 18–24 25–34 18–24 25–34

Native parentage
Black 3+ 49.2 35.2 33.5   8.9 40.0 30.2 65.5

White 3+ 53.0 42.4 40.2 18.7 71.4 16.3 56.8

Foreign parentage

Mexican 1.0 12.4   4.7 57.4 59.2 81.7 47.0 77.1

1.5 43.8 23.1 46.9 35.9 73.9 35.7 75.2

2nd 57.1 32.5 40.8 25.4 67.9 28.7 65.8

Salvadoran/
Guatemalan

1.0   9.6   5.5 59.6 44.4 72.5 34.7 67.5

1.5 46.5 23.8 52.2 42.4 62.4 39.0 60.5

2nd 64.1 43.4 33.5 13.8 48.3 15.2 51.8

Puerto Rican** 1.0 24.2 22.9 39.9 38.3 69.6 43.1 68.9

1.5 45.6 29.2 42.6 20.3 49.1 29.7 68.0

2nd 59.9 30.5 35.8 13.8 53.7 30.4 70.7

Dominican 1.0 31.6 23.3 43.4 31.2 71.2 30.0 74.7

1.5 57.4 43.3 33.9   8.1 54.5 18.9 64.2

2nd 66.9 48.4 25.7   7.6 54.8 13.9 52.7

Cuban 1.0 40.7 12.9 52.3 33.2 72.1 20.3 58.2

1.5 56.1 32.1 44.9 23.8 75.6 20.2 64.7

2nd 59.7 46.7 39.1 10.0 70.2 11.1 57.6

Vietnamese 1.0 37.6 46.6 28.5 24.8 78.3   8.5 56.0

1.5 52.1 59.9 22.8 13.0 56.7 15.0 41.4

2nd 53.9 60.5 30.4   6.2 38.8   6.1 31.9

Filipino 1.0 47.5 28.1 37.0 31.9 76.1 22.9 53.4

1.5 55.5 55.7 36.6   8.9 56.6   9.9 45.6

2nd 65.6 55.0 29.5   9.6 55.7 15.3 44.8

Korean 1.0 33.5 60.9 15.2 14.3 75.5 <1% 47.0

1.5 58.9 57.9 29.1   6.7 56.6   4.4 36.5

2nd 58.0 61.4 21.0 10.2 39.3   4.3 26.0

Chinese 1.0 27.2 68.4 20.4 10.9 71.5   2.9 37.9

1.5 59.6 67.4 21.9   1.7 45.4   5.4 26.8

2nd 66.7 65.7 21.5   3.5 46.0   1.3 25.5

Indian 1.0 19.1 41.4 30.8 53.6 92.0   8.8 63.0

1.5 71.7 73.5 16.9 15.3 65.4   8.6 52.1

2nd 75.0 71.0 18.1   2.7 51.0   1.4 25.8

Table 1. Adult Transitions among Young Men and Women, by Ethnicity and Generation, by Percent

Source: Current Population Surveys, 2003–2008 (Annual Social and Economic Supplement). 
*  The first generation (foreign-born) is divided into two cohorts: 1.0 (13 or older at arrival) and 1.5 (12 or younger at arrival); the 
second generation is U.S.-born with one or both parents foreign-born; the third or higher (3+) generations are U.S.-born of U.S.-born 
parents. 
** For Puerto Ricans, 1.0 and 1.5 are born on the island; 2nd is born on the mainland of island-born parents.

still reside in their countries of origin. For 
those who were the protagonists of the 
decision to migrate—to leave home, radically 
—immigration itself is a definitive adult 
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relatively minor differences in the first three 
of these status transitions: whites were only 
slightly more likely than blacks to be living 
with their parents (53 to 49 percent), 7 points 
more likely to be attending school full time 
(42 to 35 percent), and 6 points more likely to 
be working full time (40 to 34 percent). With 
respect to marriage and children, however, 
differences are very sharp: between age 
eighteen and twenty-four, white women were 
two times more likely to have married (19 
to 9 percent), while black women were two 
times more likely to have had children (30 to 
16 percent). By age twenty-five to thirty-four, 
white women remained far more likely to 
have ever married (71 to 40 percent), while 
the childbearing gap had narrowed signifi-
cantly (57 to 66 percent).

Intergroup and intergenerational differences 
in adult transitions among the ten foreign-
parentage Hispanic and Asian ethnic groups 
are much more pronounced. For example, 
among 1.0-generation immigrants eighteen 
to twenty-four years old, only 5 percent of 
Mexicans, Guatemalans, and Salvadorans 
were attending school full time (while almost 
60 percent were working full-time—char-
acteristic of low-wage labor migrants). By 
comparison, for the same 1.0 cohort of eigh-
teen to twenty-four-year-olds, full-time school 
attendance ranged from less than 25 percent 
for Cubans, Dominicans, and Puerto Ricans, 
to less than 50 percent for Filipinos, Indians, 
and Vietnamese, to more than 60 percent for 
Koreans and Chinese. 

By the 1.5 and especially the second gen-
eration, within the span of one generation, 
full-time school attendance increases tremen-
dously for most of these groups, indicative of 
rapid educational mobility. Among eighteen- 
to twenty-four-year-olds, for example, the 
share of Mexicans going to school full time 

transition. But for the children of immigrants 
raised in American communities, for whom 
the migration of their parents is an inherited 
circumstance, the process of “coming of age” 
has different meanings and obligations and 
evolves in fundamentally different contexts.

Ethnic Differences in  
Adult Transitions
Generational status, as determined by age 
at migration and by the nativity of self and 
parents, clearly makes a major difference in 
the modes of adult transitions. What about 
ethnicity? In previous analyses of young 
adults in the United States we found that 
Hispanics collectively (two-thirds of whom 
are of Mexican origin) were the most likely to 
have moved out of the home of their parents, 
to be married, have children, and be working 
full-time, while Asian-origin young adults as 
a whole were the most likely to be attending 
school and least likely to have children.12 But 
as noted, such pan-ethnic categories often 
conceal more than they reveal. 

Table 1 takes a closer look at ethnic differ-
ences and provides data on adult transitions 
for the ten largest ethnic groups of foreign 
parentage in the United States, broken down 
by generational status (1.0, 1.5, and second), 
compared with native-parentage white and 
black young adults. Because the greatest 
changes in the school-to-work transition and 
in the exit from the parental household occur 
from age eighteen to twenty-four, the left 
panel of table 1 focuses on that earlier phase 
for those transitions; then, with respect to the 
entry into marriage and parenthood, the right 
panel of the table compares women only in 
two age groups, eighteen to twenty-four and 
twenty-five to thirty-four.

Between age eighteen and age twenty-four, 
native-parentage whites and blacks exhibit 



52    THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN   

Rubén G. Rumbaut and Golnaz Komaie

increased to 23 percent in the 1.5 genera-
tion and 33 percent in the second genera-
tion; the respective rates for Salvadorans and 
Guatemalans were 24 percent and 43 per-
cent; for Cubans, 32 percent and 47 percent; 
for Dominicans, 43 percent and 48 percent; 
and for all of the Asian groups, well above 50 
percent in both the 1.5 and second genera-
tions, including two-thirds of the Chinese and 
nearly three-fourths of the Indians. In turn, 
the proportion of these groups who lived with 
their parents roughly corresponded to the 
proportions that attended school full time, 
and was inversely related to the proportion 
that worked full time. 

Pursuing higher education leads many 
young adults to postpone marriage and 
children. Thus, it is not surprising to see that 
the groups most likely still to be in school 
full time (for example, second-generation 
Filipinos, Indians, Chinese, Koreans, and 
Vietnamese) are also the least likely to be 
married and to have children. But as was 
the case between native-parentage whites 
and blacks, the interethnic and intergenera-
tional group differences are striking in these 
respects. As table 1 shows, the Mexicans 
and Puerto Ricans were by far the most 
likely to have had children in early adult-
hood (eighteen to twenty-four years old), 
but Mexican women were much more likely 
to be married than the Puerto Ricans (for 
whom the likelihood of nonmarital childbear-
ing increases notably from the 1.0 to the 1.5 
and second generations). The likelihood of 
both marriage and early parenthood among 
Mexican young women decreases notably 
from the 1.0 to the 1.5 and second genera-
tions. Salvadoran and Guatemalan young 
women also exhibit high rates of marriage 
and early childbearing in the first generation, 
but sharp decreases in the second generation. 
In contrast, Dominican, Cuban, and Filipino 

women exhibit moderate and declining levels 
of childbearing from the first to the second 
generations, with the Cubans more likely to 
be married. 

The Vietnamese, Korean, Indian, and 
Chinese women, in turn, exhibit very low lev-
els of early childbearing (all in single digits), 
and very sharp declines from the first to the 
second generation in the proportion who get 
married. By ages twenty-five to thirty-four, 
only a fourth of second-generation Korean, 
Indian, and Chinese women and less than a 
third of the Vietnamese have had children, 
compared with more than half of the Cubans, 
Dominicans, Salvadorans, and Guatemalans, 
and two-thirds of the Mexicans and Puerto 
Ricans. These differences in adult transi-
tions, in turn, are rooted in and reflect wide 
differences in socioeconomic inequality and 
mobility among these groups. We now turn 
to those considerations.

Socioeconomic Inequality and  
Mobility in Early Adulthood
Table 2 examines key indicators of educa-
tional and economic inequality. The data are 
again presented for the ten largest ethnic 
groups of foreign parentage in the United 
States, broken down by generational status 
(1.0, 1.5, and second), compared with native-
parentage white and black young adults. The 
left panel of the table presents data on those 
at the two poles of educational attainment—
college graduates and high school dropouts—
and the ratio of the two. The right panel of 
the table presents the percentage of young 
adults who are low-wage laborers, below the 
poverty line, and lacking private health insur-
ance (itself a reflection of job instability in 
early adulthood).13

As the data make clear, these diverse groups 
of newcomers, who account for a substantial 
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share of all young adults in the United States, 
are situated at the polar ends of the oppor-
tunity structure. Educational, occupational, 
and economic inequalities between native-

parentage whites and blacks—the quintes-
sential “color line” in American life—seem 
narrow compared with the gulf that now 
separates most Asian and Hispanic young 

Table 2. Socioeconomic Inequality among Young Adults 18 to 34, by Ethnicity and Generation

Percent Educational attainment Economic status

Ethnicity Generation*
College 
graduate**

High school 
dropout

Ratio of 
college 
graduates to 
high school 
dropouts

Low-wage 
labor***

Below the 
poverty line

Lacking 
private health 
insurance

Native parentage

Black 3+ 17.9 17.8   1.01 40.1 25.6 48.9

White 3+ 35.2 10.8   3.26 32.0 10.7 27.2

Foreign parentage

Mexican 1.0   4.2 61.4   0.07 79.2 27.5 76.4

1.5   7.4 41.8   0.18 54.6 19.8 63.0

2nd 14.8 23.6   0.63 37.0 15.4 49.8

Salvadoran/
Guatemalan

1.0   5.0 64.1   0.08 75.6 19.9 74.9

1.5 11.2 37.8   0.30 47.0 13.8 55.7

2nd 32.0 19.8   1.62 29.1   9.9 48.6

Puerto Rican 1.0 14.9 23.9   0.63 45.4 30.9 51.2

1.5 11.2 28.0   0.40 33.2 23.0 51.6

2nd 13.1 23.6   0.56 32.2 21.6 51.8

Dominican 1.0 11.9 27.5   0.43 53.6 21.7 56.1

1.5 17.8 28.1   0.63 34.0 22.8 60.0

2nd 27.4 22.6   1.21 29.1 19.6 59.0

Cuban 1.0 16.5 17.2   0.96 44.7 16.9 53.1

1.5 22.3 14.3   1.56 18.5 11.4 42.0

2nd 47.6 10.6   4.48 17.8 10.9 33.5

Vietnamese 1.0 27.1 18.4   1.47 58.6 11.6 46.3

1.5 47.8   8.8   5.45 29.0 10.3 41.7

2nd 51.7   8.6   6.04 24.4 15.0 37.2

Filipino 1.0 54.5   3.5 15.45 26.4   4.6 28.0

1.5 37.4   7.8   4.79 26.7   6.7 28.9

2nd 46.5   7.6   6.14 21.8   7.2 24.9

Korean 1.0 66.6   4.1 16.10 15.1 23.7 39.7

1.5 58.0   5.2 11.09 17.2   8.6 30.0

2nd 59.0   7.5   7.83 18.8 14.5 39.1

Chinese 1.0 65.6   8.4   7.85 22.2 20.8 35.2

1.5 64.2   9.5   6.74 21.7 11.8 34.5

2nd 79.1   7.6 10.37 14.1   7.3 23.0

Indian 1.0 88.4   2.0 44.03   7.2   8.2 15.9

1.5 70.3   7.1   9.94 18.9   7.8 28.7

2nd 86.2   7.0 12.33   4.2   8.9 18.7

Source: Current Population Surveys, 2003–2008 (Annual Social and Economic Supplement). 
*  The first generation (foreign-born) is divided into two cohorts: 1.0 (13 or older at arrival) and 1.5 (12 or younger at arrival); the sec-
ond generation is U.S.-born with one or both parents foreign-born; third or higher (3+) generations are U.S.-born of U.S.-born parents. 
**  College graduation rates are reported only for 25- to 34-year-olds. 
*** Employed in jobs with Duncan socioeconomic index (SEI) scores below 25.
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adults. For example, native whites are twice 
as likely to have college degrees as blacks (35 
to 18 percent), while dropout rates among 
blacks are 7 points higher (18 to 11 percent). 
The ratio of college graduates to high school 
dropouts among whites is more than 3 (there 
are three times more college graduates than 
dropouts), while the ratio among blacks is 1 
(there are as many college graduates as there 
are high school dropouts). A third of whites 
(32 percent) are employed in low-wage jobs 
at the bottom of the occupational struc-
ture, compared with 40 percent of blacks. A 
quarter (26 percent) of black young adults 
are below the poverty line, compared with 
11 percent of whites. And nearly half (49 
percent) of blacks eighteen to thirty-four lack 
private health insurance, compared with 27 
percent of whites.

In sharp contrast is the profile that emerges 
of foreign-parentage Latin American and 
Asian young adults. Many Asian young men 
and women enter at the top of the educa-
tional hierarchy from the get-go: in the 1.0 
generation, an extraordinary 88 percent of 
the Indians had bachelor’s or advanced 
degrees (more than 50 points above the 
proportion of native whites), while only 2 
percent failed to complete high school (their 
ratio of college graduates to dropouts is an 
astronomical 44). Also in the 1.0 generation, 
two-thirds of the Chinese and Koreans are 
college graduates, as are more than half of 
the Filipinos, and 27 percent of the 
Vietnamese (who entered mainly as refugees), 
while their proportions with less than a high 
school diploma are in the single digits (the 
sole exception are the 1.0 Vietnamese, at 18 
percent). By the second generation, those 
high levels of educational attainment remain 
very high (all well above the level of native 
whites), or, as in the case of the Chinese and 
Vietnamese, increase significantly (to 79 

percent and 51 percent, respectively), while 
their high school dropout rates remain in 
single digits, well below that of native whites.

Latino young adults enter at the bottom of 
the educational hierarchy, although wide 
differences exist between ethnic groups. In 
the 1.0 generation, only 5 percent or fewer of 
the Mexicans, Salvadorans, and Guatemalans 
had college degrees, while over 60 percent 
had not finished high school. However, 
significant progress takes place from the 
first to the second generation, with college 
graduation rates increasing to 15 percent 
for Mexican Americans and 32 percent for 
Salvadorans and Guatemalans, and high 
school dropout rates decreasing to between 
20 and 25 percent (still higher than that of 
African Americans). The Puerto Rican profile 
largely stays flat: from the 1.0 to the 1.5 to 
the second generation the rate stays about 
the same, with the dropout rate (around one 
in four) nearly double the proportion that 
earns college degrees (around one in eight). 
For the Dominicans the share of college 
graduates increases from the 1.0 (12 percent) 
to the second generation (27 percent), but 
their dropout rates remain very high (around 
one in four). The Cubans show significant 
progress in college graduation levels (tripling 
from 16 percent in the 1.0 cohort to 48 per-
cent in the second generation) and moderate 
declines in high school dropouts (from 17 to 
11 percent, matching the rate for whites).

In the 1.0 generation, the Mexicans, 
Salvadorans, and Guatemalans (the groups 
with the largest proportion of undocumented 
immigrants—an issue to which we will 
return) also enter at the bottom of the 
occupational hierarchy, with more than three 
out of four mired in the lowest rungs of the 
U.S. labor market, and a nearly identical 
proportion lacking health insurance. About 
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half of 1.0-generation Dominicans, Puerto 
Ricans, Cubans, and Vietnamese also work in 
low-wage jobs. Their poverty rates are 
correspondingly high, and more than half of 
all of them lack private health insurance. 
However, most noticeably for the Mexicans, 
Salvadorans, and Guatemalans (who, in the 
second generation, are U.S. citizens by 
birthright), again intergenerational progress 
is rapid, as table 2 indicates.

At the other end of the economic spectrum, 
reflecting the patterns of educational attain-
ment already noted, the economic situation 
of the various Asian young adult ethnic 
groups is significantly better, as measured by 
the indicators listed in table 2. Groups that 
start out economically advantaged in the 1.0 
generation (for example, the single-digit 
poverty rates seen among the Filipinos and 
Indians) maintain that advantage; others 
show intergenerational progress into the 
second generation (for example, decreasing 
poverty rates among the Chinese and 
decreasing low-wage employment among the 
Vietnamese). Poverty rates and lack of health 
care coverage for the Vietnamese and 
Koreans remain above those of native whites, 
but below the levels of African American 
young adults. Although the process of 
intergenerational change is only hinted at 

with these data, the formation of new pat-
terns of urban ethnic inequality in early 
adulthood seems evident. And as we will 
elaborate, that inequality is widened further 
still by the fact that millions of young immi-
grants lack legal permanent residency status, 
blocking their prospects for social mobility. 

Leaving Home and “Giving Back” 
among Young Adult Children of 
Immigrants
By most any measure, coming of age is taking 
longer these days. In the process, parents 
are also assisting their adult children longer. 
Robert Schoeni and Karen Ross recently cal-
culated how much material support parents 
provide for their grown-up children, using 
data from the 1988 special Time and Money 
Transfers Supplement to the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics (PSID), and decennial 
census data from 1970 to 1990.14 The PSID 
is a longitudinal, nationally representative 
sample—but it was drawn in 1968, before 
the new era of large-scale immigration to the 
United States, and thus the sample is repre-
sentative of a predominantly native-parentage 
population. Specifically, the authors exam-
ined how much time and money the sample 
of 6,661 young adults between the ages of 
eighteen and thirty-four received from their 
families over the study period. It found that 
parents provided roughly $38,000 in mate-
rial assistance for food, housing, education, 
or direct cash assistance throughout the 
transition to adulthood, or about $2,200 a 
year from age eighteen to age thirty-four. Of 
course, the amount of material assistance 
depended greatly on parental income. For 
example, parents (especially middle-income 
parents) used their financial resources to help 
their children pay for college, help them with 
the down payments for their first homes, or 
to defray some of the costs associated with 
having children. In addition, the authors 

Although the process of 
intergenerational change 
is only hinted at with these 
data, the formation of new 
patterns of urban ethnic 
inequality in early adulthood 
seems evident.
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estimated that the number of young adults 
still living at home with their parents had led 
to a 19 percent increase in parental contribu-
tions. In short, the overall trend has been for 
parents to assist their children well into their 
thirties. 

Are these trends and patterns equally appli-
cable to the first and second generations of 
foreign-born or foreign-parentage young 
adults today? Earlier we noted that the 1.0 
generation was by far the least likely to live 
with their parents—indeed, young adult 
immigrant workers in the United States 
frequently send remittances to support their 
parents and families “back home,” all the 
more as their economic prospects improve.15 
In sharp contrast, the 1.5 and most notably 
the second generations of particular ethnic 
groups are living in the parental home longer 
than young adults of native parentage, espe-
cially white natives. Yet a series of studies of 
young adults of immigrant origin in Southern 
and Northern California, Miami, New York 
City, and elsewhere suggest that the pattern 
of support in immigrant families more often 
flows reciprocally or even in the opposite 
direction than that indicated by data on pre-
ponderantly native-parentage families. Such 
results have been reported since the 1980s by 
studies based on both structured surveys and 
qualitative interviews. 

For example, a longitudinal study in the San 
Francisco Bay area led by Andrew Fuligni 
followed a sample of about 1,000 adolescents 
of both immigrant and non-immigrant fami-
lies from middle school through high school 
and into young adulthood; the majority had 
immigrant parents from Mexico, Central 
America, the Philippines, China, Taiwan, 
and other countries. It found a greater sense 
of obligation and indebtedness to the fam-
ily (measured by three multiple-item scales) 

among Latin American and Asian youth, 
which was significantly associated with high 
levels of academic motivation; moreover, 
high school graduates from immigrant Latin 
American families were significantly more 
likely than their peers from non-immigrant 
families to provide financial assistance to 
their parents and siblings.16

The Immigrant Second Generation in 
Metropolitan New York (ISGMNY) study, led 
by Philip Kasinitz, John Mollenkopf, and 
Mary Waters, compared five foreign-parentage 
groups (Chinese, Dominicans, South 
Americans, West Indians, and Russians) with 
native-parentage white, black, and Puerto 
Rican young adults between the ages of 
eighteen and thirty-two.17 They conducted a 
telephone survey of a sample of 3,415 during 
1998–2000, as well as follow-up open-ended 
interviews with 333 of those respondents. 
The high cost of housing in New York City 
presented a major hurdle to achieving some 
of the traditional benchmarks of adulthood, 
including leaving the parental home; but the 
1.5- and second-generation groups were 
more likely to live with their parents than 
natives. Of all the groups in the sample, the 
Chinese stayed at home the longest, followed 
by Russians, South Americans, and West 
Indians. Native-parentage whites were the 
most likely of all the groups in their sample to 
move out of the parental home, either living 
alone or with roommates throughout most of 
their twenties. The authors note that living at 
home has important implications for socio-
economic mobility. Those living at home 
were more likely to be enrolled in school, and 
those attending college while living with their 
parents were able to avoid incurring heavy 
debt. By living with their immigrant parents, 
the 1.5 and second generations were less 
likely to be working yet able to save money to 
buy a home, benefiting them in the long run.
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In a related analysis based on qualitative 
data from the ISGMNY project, Jennifer 
Holdaway illustrates how the high cost of 
housing in New York City has affected the 
transition to adulthood. Given the high cost 
of real estate and rents in Manhattan and 
the surrounding boroughs, many young New 
Yorkers cannot afford to leave the parental 
home. One-fourth of New York renters carry 
a “severe rent burden” of more than 50 per-
cent of household income.18 The high hous-
ing costs lead many young New Yorkers to 
postpone moving out of their parents’ homes. 
Although nationally about half of eighteen- to 
twenty-four-year-olds were living indepen-
dently of their parents, only 17 percent were 
doing so in the New York metropolitan area. 
Among thirty- to thirty-four-year-olds, only 
55 percent were independent, compared 
with more than 90 percent nationally. Even 
at the higher age range, many more New 
Yorkers continue to live with their parents 
than elsewhere in the nation; again, this 
finding is especially true for the children of 
immigrants. 

Holdaway shows how the disposition of 
many second-generation young adults to stay 
at home makes it much easier for them to 
attend and finish college and get a foothold 
in the New York housing market. In contrast, 
“native-born minorities, who share with 
whites the idea that becoming an adult means 
moving out of their family home but rarely 
have the resources to do so, find themselves 
at a disadvantage compared with most of the 
second generation in this respect.”19 In fact, 
a small but significant number of 1.5- and 
second-generation respondents were engaged 
in “multi-generational living.” Some families 
chose to live on different floors in the same 
building or purchase large homes that can 
accommodate multi-generation families. By 
living together, it was possible to combine 

parenthood with continuing education or full-
time work; while young parents went to work, 
grandparents assisted with child care. This 
practice was most common among Chinese, 
West Indian, South American, and Russian 
families. Very few native-parentage whites, 
blacks, and Puerto Ricans engaged in such 
living arrangements even though many would 
have benefited from them.20

In addition to being able to save money and 
pool resources by living together, second- 
generation youth provide significant finan-
cial and social support to their immigrant 
parents. For instance, in a study of young 
adults (mostly Mexican, Filipino, Vietnamese, 
Laotian, Cambodian, and Chinese) par-
ticipating in the Children of Immigrants 
Longitudinal Study (CILS) in San Diego, 
Linda Borgen and Rubén Rumbaut found 
that many of them seek to “take care of” 
their immigrant parents and even contribute 
financially to their parents’ future retire-
ment.21 In-depth follow-up interviews with 
134 CILS respondents (a one in ten system-
atic sample ranging in age from twenty-three 
to twenty-seven) found that 39 percent were 
supporting their parents financially (giving 
them money directly or paying their mort-
gage, rent, food, and other bills), another 6 
percent were planning concretely to con-
tribute financially to their parents, and 5 
percent were contributing their labor in their 
parents’ business. Of the remaining half who 
were not making payments to or otherwise 
supporting their parents, 10 percent were 
living on their own without any assistance 
from their parents (including 4 percent who 
were putting themselves through college 
while working and living independently), and 
9 percent had strained or severed relations 
with the parents (involving a history of family 
conflict or dysfunction, alleged abuse, drug 
addiction, prison). Only in a third of the cases 
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(31 percent) were the immigrant parents sup-
porting their young adult children financially, 
either partially (27 percent) or fully  
(4 percent).

For some of these young adults, financial 
independence coincides with a sense of 
family financial security, not just their own 
individual security. A prominent theme in 
the CILS study, seen across ethnic groups, 
concerned the family’s concerted efforts to 
minimize expenses, pool resources, and accu-
mulate capital. Just over half of the families 
in CILS were homeowners by the mid-1990s, 
a rate of homeownership that had been aided 
by opportunities to get cheaper mortgages on 
real estate during the economic slump of the 
early 1990s, especially for the more advan-
taged immigrant professionals, or military 
personnel (mostly Filipino).22 But in other 
cases, the young adults themselves strove to 
become the family’s first-time homeowners, 
with plans to shelter their parents. 

The arrangements of San Diego’s immi-
grant parents and their young adult children 
differed in several ways from conventional 
American adulthood norms of departing the 
parental household and setting up a separate 
home. First, there was no insistence that 
grown children leave their parents’ home 
after age eighteen or twenty-one or even 
after marriage. Second, shared bedrooms and 
familial living space were common. Third, 
the children often embraced a range of 
responsibilities to assist their immigrant par-
ents. And fourth, as in New York, given the 
costly affordability quotient in the region for 
single living, shared familial habitation made 
economic sense even for those who felt the 
“Americanized” urge to live independently. 
In San Diego, immigrant parents often 
shared their homes with their adult children, 
but as often as not, the children purchased or 

contributed substantial sums securing shelter 
for their parents or for their parents and 
themselves together. 

In some cases young adult children look at 
their earnings as part of the family’s income, 
as documented by the Southeast Asian 
Refugee Youth Study in the late 1980s in 
San Diego.23 The research combined quali-
tative and survey data to produce detailed 
case histories of Vietnamese, Cambodian, 
and Hmong young adults. One was Van Le, 
then a twenty-six-year-old medical student 
at the University of California and one of 
ten children of a Vietnamese refugee family 
whose father had died soon after arriving in 
the United States in 1976. In their family, as 
the children grew up and entered the work 
world, each was required to give a “tax” back 
to the mother. Van gave the money he earned 
as an undergraduate in work-study employ-
ment to his mother, and he expected to pay 
a “tax” when he became a practicing physi-
cian. The down payment for the house she 
lived in was given by the two employed oldest 
sisters, who also made the monthly house 
payments. His mother’s low-paying job in 
electronics assembly was just enough to cover 
food and daily living expenses, but it would 
have been impossible for her to live in that 
house without the family tax system. Those 
who remained in his mother’s house were 

For some of these young 
adults, financial independence 
coincides with a sense of 
family financial security, not 
just their own individual 
security.
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expected to pay half of their salary to her. 
The tax was seen as “generosity,” given with-
out resentment, and treated as a filial obliga-
tion of child to parent. In fact, whenever a 
child married, one condition was that the 
new spouse accept the tax system, as did the 
American-born husband of Van’s eldest sister. 
This system of taxing was flexible enough that 
if grandchildren were born, the tax would be 
reduced.

A recent study based on forty in-depth 
interviews with 1.5- and second-generation 
middle-class Mexican young adults in the 
Los Angeles area illustrates three patterns 
of “giving back” to their immigrant families: 
providing total financial support of their 
parents or younger siblings, or both; becom-
ing the “safety net” for their parents, siblings, 
and relatives during times of hardship; and 
providing regular financial support to supple-
ment their parents’ incomes.24 The authors 
found that about one-fifth of the respondents 
fully supported their immigrant parents—as 
did Adrián, a second-generation Mexican-
American teacher with a master’s degree: 
“Ever since I started working when I was 14 I 
have given them everything I could. Now it’s 
at about $1,000 a month…just to help them 
out.” He also paid all of the household bills. 
María, a second-generation entrepreneur 
with two young children, similarly supported 
her mother: “I pay her rent, I give her money, 
I take her to the doctors, I buy her prescrip-
tions. I take care of my Mom.” 

The most common form of giving back by 
the children of Mexican immigrants was 
providing monthly supplemental income to 
their parents. Half of the respondents in this 
study gave their parents between $200 and 
$1,000 every month for household expenses 
and also helped them in non-financial ways: 
translating documents, drafting letters, 

making phone calls, accompanying them to 
work-related and medical appointments. The 
more successful often came to the rescue of 
their immigrant parents in times of economic 
crisis—like Lupe, a second-generation thirty-
four-year-old vice president of a national 
financial services institution, who gave her 
parents $5,000 to make their mortgage pay-
ment and cover their household bills. Even 
when she was in college Lupe had financially 
rescued her father, whose landscaping busi-
ness was in jeopardy, by giving him $10,000 
from her school loans, which she was still 
paying back. She also agreed to co-sign for 
the loan used to purchase her father’s new 
truck, which he could not obtain on his own 
because of his credit record. The authors 
note that those who grew up poor (but were 
not poor now) were more likely to “give back” 
to their parents, relatives, and the co-ethnic 
community, and to display a “collectivist ori-
entation,” while those who grew up middle-
class exhibited an individualistic orientation 
resembling conventional American norms. 

Immigration, Legal Status,  
and the Transition to Adulthood
In 2008, of the more than 68 million young 
adults aged eighteen to thirty-four in the 
United States, nearly one in five (18 percent) 
was foreign-born; astonishingly, almost half 
of those immigrant young adults, or nearly 6 
million, were estimated to be unauthorized 
(most “entered without inspection,” while 
as many as 40 percent entered legally but 
then overstayed their visas).25 The undocu-
mented immigrant population has more than 
tripled since the early 1990s; one-fourth is in 
California, although increasingly it has been 
dispersing to new destinations. For foreign-
born young adults, an undocumented status 
blocks access to the opportunity structure 
and paths to social mobility. It has become 
all the more consequential since the passage 



60    THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN   

Rubén G. Rumbaut and Golnaz Komaie

of draconian federal laws in 1996, the advent 
of the “war on terror” after September 11, 
2001, and the failure by Congress to pass 
comprehensive federal immigration reforms. 
Undocumented young adults are coming of 
age amid a hostile political backlash and ris-
ing animus toward immigrants. Hundreds of 
thousands of immigrants have been deported 
(“removed”) over the past decade, separating 
families and leaving behind, as of 2005, at 
least 1.6 million spouses and children, many 
of whom are U.S. citizens—a figure that has 
significantly increased since 2005, with the 
expansion of the enforcement budget for 
Immigrations and Customs Enforcement 
under the newly created Department of 
Homeland Security.26 Federal raids of work-
places and private homes and other enforce-
ment campaigns have been intensified. 
Hundreds of new laws and ordinances seek to 
achieve social control at the local level—re-
stricting access to drivers’ licenses, education, 
employment, housing, even library cards. 
States such as South Carolina have banned 
all undocumented young adults from the 
state’s community colleges. Not surprisingly, 
the 2007 National Survey of Latinos found 
that 53 percent of all Hispanic adults in the 
United States (about a fourth of whom are 
undocumented immigrants) feared that they, 
a family member, or friend would be deport-
ed.27 Federal, state, and local enforcement 
actions have continued since that survey was 
taken, throughout 2008 and into the Obama 
administration.

Adult transitions in these circumstances, 
most saliently the entry into higher educa-
tion, are invariably shaped by young adults’ 
legal residency status. Undocumented 
youth do not qualify for federal financial aid 
or, in forty states, for in-state tuition.28 In 
Arizona, for example, the passage in 2006 
of Proposition 300, which restricts in-state 

tuition and financial aid to legal residents, 
quickly resulted in a drop in enrollment at 
local community colleges and public univer-
sities. Some 300 students were estimated 
to have dropped out of the University of 
Arizona in Tucson, and as many as 1,000 stu-
dents from Pima Community College were 
affected by the passage of this new legisla-
tion.29 In California, one of ten states where 
undocumented students are allowed to pay 
in-state tuition, only 1,620 undocumented 
students were estimated to have enrolled in 
the University of California and California 
State University systems in 2005—a minus-
cule fraction of the 630,000 students enrolled 
in the UC and CSU systems, let alone the 
2.5 million in all of California’s public higher 
education, including community colleges.30 
The severe economic recession since late 
2007, exacerbated by bank failures, home 
foreclosures, and the state’s deep budget 
deficit, had by 2009 seriously undermined 
California’s “master plan” of universal access 
to public higher education—and those bear-
ing the brunt have been the poor and the 
most vulnerable.

Consider the case of Karina de La Cruz, an 
eighteen-year-old undocumented student 
from San Pedro in Los Angeles County, who 
struggles to remain a full-time student at 
University of California–Los Angeles. Born 
in Mexico, Karina crossed the border illegally 
into the United States with her family when 
she was four years old. The family settled in 
San Pedro, where her mother worked in a 
fish cannery seven days a week to make ends 
meet. Karina graduated from San Pedro High 
School and was accepted to UCLA. She is the 
first in her family to attend college (as is typi-
cally the case with students in these circum-
stances) and hopes one day to get a job as a 
psychologist. Without legal status, however, 
she is ineligible for most forms of state and 
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federal financial aid. UCLA costs about 
$17,500 a year for in-state fees, books, trans-
portation, and living expenses. Karina won a 
scholarship from a College Bound program 
that also held a fundraiser on her behalf, but 
those funds could cover fees and tuition for 
only two quarters. Moreover, Karina lives in 
a cramped apartment with her two brothers, 
sister-in-law, aunt, and infant niece; she must 
make an eighty-mile round-trip commute 
by bus to attend her classes, has few friends 
at UCLA, and has no safety net. She is not 
optimistic about her future job opportunities: 
she realizes that even if she is able to earn 
her bachelor’s degree, most companies will 
not hire someone who is undocumented.31 
Karina’s story illustrates just how difficult it 
is for undocumented students to remain in 
school full-time, even when they can pay in-
state tuition (as in California) and even when 
they are highly motivated and academically 
engaged (as is Karina). For undocumented 
students in states where in-state tuition is not 
available, the chances of graduating from col-
lege are slimmer still. 

Roberto Gonzales’ research in the greater 
Los Angeles area, based on more than a hun-
dred in-depth interviews with undocumented 
young adults who were born in Mexico and 
came to the United States as children with 
their parents, shows how legal status shapes 
the adult transitions and life chances of 
1.5-generation unauthorized immigrants, 

including schooling, full-time employment, 
and marriage.32 Ramón Betancourt, one of 
the respondents, exemplifies the difficulties 
that undocumented youth face in even the 
most routine day-to-day activities. Ramón 
migrated to the United States with his 
mother at the age of ten. Although he has 
spent most of his life in the United States, he 
cannot legally work, drive, or vote. Ramón 
has not finished high school, struggles to 
find work, and is constantly looking over 
his shoulder. Without a diploma and a legal 
means to work, Ramón has spent most of 
his adult life piecing together odd jobs to 
support his girlfriend and two children. He 
started working for himself doing landscap-
ing and painting, but work is not always 
steady. Child care is expensive, so Ramón’s 
girlfriend stays at home with the children. 
She too is undocumented and faces the 
same fears and blocked mobility as Ramón. 
After spending five years—and having two 
children—together, they want to get married, 
but have been advised not to, as their mar-
riage may cut off any possibilities for either 
of them to regularize their status. Ramón’s 
younger brother, José, who was born in Santa 
Ana, California, stands in sharp contrast. He 
is twenty-four, married, and the father of 
three children. The two brothers grew up 
in poverty, but José earned his high school 
diploma through a local continuing education 
program, passed the tests for his California 
driver’s license after several unsuccessful 
attempts, and opened up a bank account 
with hopes of establishing credit and saving 
money. Although his path to adulthood has 
been problematic and he too struggles to 
make ends meet, José remains optimistic and 
hopes for a good life for his family; his opti-
mism is bred by the circumstance that unlike 
his older brother, he was born in the United 
States and is a citizen by birthright.33

Adult transitions in these 
circumstances are invariably 
shaped by young adults’ legal 
residency status. 
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Of the nearly 12 million undocumented 
immigrants estimated to be in the United 
States today, about 13 percent are children 
under age eighteen who have been raised 
in and acculturated to American contexts. 
They cannot be denied access to public 
elementary or secondary education under the 
equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, as the 
Supreme Court ruled in Plyler v. Doe (1982). 
But when they complete their secondary 
education—from the moment they reach 
early adulthood—they confront formidable 
barriers. They are subject to detention and 
deportation regardless of how old they were 
when they arrived, how they have conducted 
their lives, or how remarkable their school 
or community ties and accomplishments. 
An estimated 65,000 (who have lived in 
the United States for more than five years) 
graduate from high school each year, yet 
perhaps only 5 percent of them ever go to 
college. As they commence their transitions 
to adulthood, they face huge economic as 
well as legal obstacles. A large proportion 
lives below the poverty line (39 percent 
versus 17 percent for native-born children).34 
Without a means to adjust their legal status—
which is derived from their parents, and they 
generally have no right to legal permanent 
residency through any other route—they are 
ineligible for most forms of college finan-
cial aid, cannot apply for a driver’s license, 
and are excluded from the legal workforce, 
creating a growing pool of acculturated 
young adults who are being forced further 
underground instead of forging educational 
credentials and occupational skills.35 

The Development, Relief, and Education for 
Alien Minors (DREAM) Act, a bipartisan bill 
introduced in Congress in 2001 and rein-
troduced repeatedly since (most recently in 
2009), would permit undocumented students 

to apply for legal permanent residency if they 
remain in school through high school gradu-
ation and go on to college or military service. 
As proposed in the bill, before the date of 
its enactment into law, an applicant must 
have: entered the United States at the age of 
fifteen or younger and be under age thirty; 
must have been continuously present in the 
United States for at least five years; must have 
earned a high school diploma or its equiva-
lent; and must have demonstrated good moral 
character. Undocumented young adults who 
meet these conditions would then be able to 
apply for a six-year “conditional” legal perma-
nent status that would allow them to work, 
go to college, or join the military. If during 
this period they complete at least two years 
toward a four-year college degree, graduate 
from a two-year college, or serve at least two 
years in the U.S. armed forces, they could 
change their conditional status to permanent 
and become eligible to apply for U.S. citizen-
ship. Estimates made in 2006 suggested that 
the bill could make 360,000 undocumented 
high school graduates aged eighteen to 
twenty-four eligible for conditional legal sta-
tus (enabling most of them to enroll in college 
or the military), and make another 715,000 
undocumented youth between the ages of 
five and seventeen eligible for conditional and 
then permanent legal status.36 The act would 
give students like Karina an opportunity to 
pursue a postsecondary education, with full 
access to financial aid, as well as the means to 
enter the legal workforce and ultimately gain 
a pathway to citizenship. 

Conclusion
Immigration in the United States is quintes-
sentially the province of the young. Six out of 
seven immigrants arrive in early adulthood or 
as children accompanying their young adult 
parents. Relative to natives, their youth-
ful age structure and higher fertility have 
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combined to produce a rapidly growing, U.S.-
born second generation, with median ages 
still in the teens, who will enter adulthood 
by the millions in the coming decade. As this 
process plays out, the transition to adulthood 
will become more significantly a generational 
story—made more complex by the much 
greater ethnic diversity and social inequalities 
that exist among young adults. Social scien-
tists who study this period of the life course 
must take these new dynamics into account.

Before the end of the first decade of the 
twenty-first century, the foreign-born popu-
lation of the United States surpassed 40 
million, an unprecedented total that reflected 
the evolution of a new era of migration 
since the 1960s. Fifty years ago young baby 
boomers, overwhelmingly of native stock, 
were beginning their transition to adulthood 
in a society undergoing rapid social change. 
Today as those baby boomers approach 
retirement, eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds 
are increasingly a foreign-stock population 
of diverse Latin American and Asian origins. 
Nationally, nearly 30 percent of American 
young adults already are of foreign stock—
and that proportion doubles to 60 percent in 
key areas of immigrant concentration, notably 
in California, Florida, New York, and Texas. 
The transitions to adulthood of all these new-
comers do not play out in the same way or in 
the same contexts. 

Generational status matters. For the new-
comers, adult status transitions—leaving the 
parental home, exiting (or prolonging) formal 
education, entering into full-time work, mar-
riage, and having children—differ sharply 
between the first and second generations, and 
both differ in turn from conventional U.S. 
norms. Those patterns also vary by ethnic-
ity and by socioeconomic and legal status. 
The new immigration has brought highly 

skilled professionals, labor migrants with little 
education, and refugees escaping harrow-
ing circumstances. Some 1.5- and second-
generation groups have made extraordinary 
strides in early adulthood, outdistancing 
middle-class natives both educationally and 
occupationally. But a significant segment 
of these young adult newcomers is falling 
behind. Most vulnerable—accounting for 
almost half of all young adult immigrants—are 
those who lack legal permanent residency. 

The DREAM Act, a legislative initiative aimed 
at the most successful portion of that popula-
tion, offers at best a partial policy remedy to 
a much larger social problem. That a divided 
Congress has allowed it to languish for nearly 
a decade, along with other measures aimed 
at comprehensive immigration reform, is 
shortsighted. As the native-parentage labor 
force continues to shrink in the United States 
in the coming decades—a process that will 
accelerate as the baby boom generation 
reaches retirement age—immigrants and their 
children are expected to account for most of 
the growth of the U.S. labor force, with the 
fastest-growing occupations requiring col-
lege degrees. California already lacks enough 
college graduates to meet demand.37 A key 
to the future of California—and to that of a 
nation being transformed by immigration—
will be how the rapidly expanding generation 
of young adults of immigrant origin is incor-
porated in its economy, polity, and society. 
Virtually every aspect of that incorporation will 
be affected by their access to and attainment 
of postsecondary education and the mani-
fold payoffs to that education. For a sizable 
proportion of the nation’s immigrant popula-
tion, that access is now blocked. The predict-
able result of political inaction—exacerbated 
since 2007 by a deep and prolonged economic 
recession—will be enduring ethnic inequali-
ties among young adults.
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Summary
Frank Furstenberg examines how the newly extended timetable for entering adulthood is 
affecting, and being affected by, the institution of the Western, particularly the American, fam-
ily. He reviews a growing body of research on the family life of young adults and their parents 
and draws out important policy implications of the new schedule for the passage to adulthood. 

Today, says Furstenberg, home-leaving, marriage, and the onset of childbearing take place 
much later in the life span than they did during the period after World War II. After the disap-
pearance of America’s well-paying unskilled and semi-skilled manufacturing jobs during the 
1960s, youth from all economic strata began remaining in school longer and marrying and start-
ing their own families later. Increasing numbers of lower-income women did not marry at all 
but chose, instead, non-marital parenthood—often turning to their natal families for economic 
and social support, rather than to their partners. As the period of young adults’ dependence 
on their families grew longer, the financial and emotional burden of parenthood grew heavier. 
Today, regardless of their income level, U.S. parents provide roughly the same proportion of 
their earnings to support their young adult children.

Unlike many nations in Europe, the United States, with its relatively underdeveloped welfare 
system, does not invest heavily in education, health care, and job benefits for young adults. 
It relies, instead, on families’ investments in their own adult children. But as the transition to 
adulthood becomes more protracted, the increasing family burden may prove costly to society 
as a whole. Young adults themselves may begin to regard childbearing as more onerous and less 
rewarding. The need to provide greater support for children for longer periods may discourage 
couples from having additional children or having children at all. Such decisions could lead to 
lower total fertility, ultimately reduce the workforce, and further aggravate the problem of pro-
viding both for increasing numbers of the elderly and for the young. U.S. policy makers must 
realize the importance of reinforcing the family nest and helping reduce the large and compet-
ing demands that are being placed on today’s parents.
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The striking changes in the tim-
ing and sequencing of adult 
transitions charted by other 
articles in this volume have 
been accompanied by equally 

dramatic transformations in the institution of 
the family. In this article I examine how the 
Western, and most particularly the American, 
family is affecting and, in turn, being affected 
by the newly extended social timetable for 
entering adulthood. I review a growing body 
of social science research on the family life of 
young adults and their parents that identifies 
a set of puzzles and issues that require fur-
ther investigation, and take note of the enor-
mous policy implications of this new schedule 
for the passage to adulthood, not just for the 
family but also for the larger society. 

I begin by identifying some of the sweeping 
changes in Western family systems—in the 
institution of marriage, in gender-based divi-
sions of labor, and in the meaning of parent-
hood—that have complicated and extended 
the life course of young adults. I then address 
young adults’ lengthening co-residence 
with their parents, a topic that is attracting 
increasing research interest. Next I explore 
family formation patterns among young 
adults: the move from the natal family to 

what used to be called the “family of procre-
ation,” though that term is becoming obsolete 
because of the sizable fraction of couples 
who remain childless. After briefly examining 
intergenerational exchanges among young 
adults and their parents, I conclude with a 
brief discussion of policy issues that arise 
from the changes in early adulthood and 
the family. Clearly, this is a larger bundle of 
issues than can be fully addressed in a single 
article, but I want to highlight what research-
ers have learned so far and what remains to 
be discovered to inform policy choices that 
promote both successful young adult transi-
tions and the long-term welfare of families. 

The Changing Family and  
the Changing Course of  
Early Adulthood
Contrary to a popular misconception that 
Western family systems have only recently 
undergone widespread change, the form and 
function of the family in the West have been 
changing for as long as reliable records exist.1 
Marriage, fertility, patterns of parent-and-
child co-residence, parenting practices, and 
indeed virtually anything that can be mea-
sured by family demographers and historians 
have fluctuated over time. As economic 
conditions, demographic patterns, cultural 
beliefs, and social institutions have varied, the 
family has responded and adapted. In this 
sense, the “traditional” family has no golden 
past.2 But during the final third of the twenti-
eth century, the institution of the family did 
undergo a radical shift in form and function 
for reasons that social scientists still only 
partially understand.

The advent of “the post-modern family,” 
as it is sometimes called, has been marked 
by sharp increases in women’s labor force 
participation, a gradual breakdown of the 
gender-based division of labor, a precipitous 

During the final third of 
the twentieth century, the 
institution of the family did 
undergo a radical shift in 
form and function for reasons 
that social scientists still only 
partially understand.
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fertility decline (owing in part to postpone-
ment of marriage and parenthood and in part 
to the growing number of childless couples), 
and rising rates of divorce, cohabitation, and 
nonmarital childbearing.3 Many converging 
forces helped to alter family practices. Rising 
levels of education among women provided 
a growing demand for employment after 
marriage. Economic pressures to maintain 
or increase consumption propelled women 
into the labor force. Improved contraception 
allowed women to postpone childbearing. 
Ideological changes led to increased demands 
for equality in the marketplace and at home. 
The confluence of these forces reinforced a 
decline in the patriarchal family, which had 
persisted well into the twentieth century in 
the West and still prevails in many regions of 
the world.4

Many of these same social, economic, techno-
logical, and cultural changes have also been 
prolonging early adulthood.5 Although family 
scholars have not explicitly linked family 
change and the new schedule of adult transi-
tions, there are many reasons to believe that 

the two are closely related. All the conditions 
implicated in transforming the family during 
the final third of the twentieth century have 
helped to delay and complicate the passage 
to adulthood. For example, the advances in 
women’s education that have been linked to 
their growing participation in the labor force 
also tend to delay marriage and parenthood.6 

Young people today, men and women alike, 
aspire to jobs that require postsecondary 
education. It simply takes more time than it 
did even a half-century ago to gain a job that is 
secure enough to form and support a family.7 
Couples do not invariably wait to marry or to 
have children until they complete their school-
ing or get a secure job, but they have more 
compelling reasons to do so than they did in 
the years after World War II, when it was still 
common to enter full-time, relatively well-paid 
(often union) work before completing high 
school, much less college. It follows, then, 
that marriage and the onset of childbearing 
generally take place far later in the life span 
than they did in the postwar period, because 
a growing proportion of young adults realize 

Figure 1. Proportion of Youth in School, by Age Cohort, 1950–2007 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October, 1961, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, 2007.
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they cannot make sound family decisions until 
their economic fortunes are established.8 Fig-
ure 1 shows the increase in the share of young 
adults remaining in school. Figures 2, 3, and 4 
show the dramatic delays in the age of home-
leaving, marriage, and childbearing in the 
United States. Similar trends can be observed 
in Canada and Europe.9 

It is probably no coincidence that the expan-
sion of higher education beginning in the late 
1950s corresponds with the rising age of first 
marriage in the United States, as it did in 
Europe a decade later. Beginning in the 
1960s, the decline of manufacturing jobs also 
began to undermine the prevailing pattern of 
early marriage in the United States. As 
well-paying unskilled and semi-skilled jobs 
disappeared, the single-earner family became 
less tenable for most Americans. Education 
through high school and beyond was no 
longer a luxury but a necessity for both men 
and women who aspired to middle-class 
employment and earnings. 

Perhaps related to the delay of marriage, 
young people, and women in particular, 
began to engage in sexual relationships 
earlier and with no immediate intention to 
marry. The availability of reliable birth 
control for women and access to legal 
abortion no doubt made it possible for young 
people to escape the seemingly inevitable 
consequences of sex. As marriage age 
climbed, fewer young adults who became 
pregnant elected to marry, in part because 
they had begun to feel that settling down into 
family life so early was undesirable.10 Family 
demographers and sociologists have also 
argued that the rising marital instability 
during the 1960s and early 1970s, tied to 
early marriage and shotgun weddings, made 
young people more sensitive to the risks 
associated with a hasty decision to marry. 
Women, in particular, became more con-
cerned about having enough education and 
work experience to support themselves 
should they remain or become single.11 

Figure 2. Proportion of Youth Living at Home, by Age Cohort, 1960–2007
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Sources: U. S. Census Bureau, 1960 Census of Population, PC(2)-4B, table 2; 1970 Census of Population, PC(2)-4B, table 2; 1980 
Census of Population, PC80-2-4B, table 4; Current Population Survey, March and Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1990, 
2000, and 2007.
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The growth of the consumer economy, 
stimulated by advertising and mass market-
ing, may have also contributed to the desire 
of couples to increase their earning potential 
before marrying. Although solid evidence is 
lacking on couples’ perceptions of what they 
need to set up an independent household, it 
is likely that the demand for more material 
goods and the perceived and actual cost of 
rearing children affected couples’ choices 
about whether and when to marry and have 
children. Overall, childbearing became a 
more conscious decision as new forms of 
contraception allowed, or perhaps even 
required, couples to make deliberate choices. 
Moreover, as women became more indepen-
dent, they began to take more control over 
family building, timing parenthood to fit their 
expanded roles in the household economy.12 

Finally, childrearing itself changed as 
parents began to view their responsibilities 
differently. Men were under greater pres-
sure to become actively involved as parents, 

perhaps feeding into the belief that it was 
better to wait to have children.13 Some 
scholars have argued that parents began to 
perceive the importance of investing in 
“quality” children who could compete in a 
growing skills-based economy.14 The growth 
of inequality in the United States beginning 
in the 1970s may have also contributed to 
the perception that, for children to succeed 
later in life, parents must invest more in 
them over a longer time span.15 Early 
autonomy from the natal household, so 
valued at mid-century, gave way to a longer 
period of co-residence. Parents, it appears, 
increasingly believe that their children need 
their support longer than they did a half-
century ago, and youth feel less compelled 
to leave the natal home in late adolescence 
and their early adult years.16 

I have sketched some of the overlapping 
sources of change in family patterns and in the 
length of adult transitions without reference to 
variations in gender, ethnicity, or social class. 

Figure 3. Proportion of Youth Married, by Age Cohort, 1950–2007 

Sources: Historical Census of the United States, Millennial Edition Online, edited by S. B. Carter and others  (Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), table Aa614-683: Population, by Marital Status, Sex, and Race: 1880–1990; U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population 
Survey, March 2000 and 2007.
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Although I will address some of these differ-
ences later, some general comments about 
these variations are appropriate here. 

Men and women have become more alike 
over the course of the past century in how 
they move into adult roles.17 Class differences, 
however, have increased.18 Youth from all 
economic strata are remaining in school 
longer and marrying later, but young adults 
from less-advantaged households are finding 
it increasingly difficult to adhere to an orderly 
and predictable sequence of education, 
full-time employment, home-leaving, cohabi-
tation or marriage, and parenthood.19 In more 
privileged families, youth more often adhere 
to the traditional sequence but take far longer 
to complete the demographic milestones of 
successful passage to adulthood and remain 
financially dependent on their parents while 
they complete their education.20 In short, 
young adults without resources find it difficult 
to attain independence on the traditional 
(early) schedule, while those with ample 

family support spend more time gaining 
necessary credentials to become economically 
self-sufficient. Dependency on parents for 
both the advantaged and disadvantaged 
sometimes extends late into the third decade 
of life, albeit for different reasons. In either 
case, the financial and emotional burden on 
families has grown in ways that were almost 
unimaginable just a half-century ago.

Changing Patterns of Co-Residence 
and Home-Leaving 
The impression that American youth are 
remaining at home much longer now than 
they once did, while not inaccurate, is 
nonetheless often exaggerated in the mass 
media.21 As shown in figure 2, the period of 
co-residence with parents has lengthened 
notably since the 1960s, when youth left 
home at a very young age. Today’s home-
leaving patterns are, in fact, much closer 
to those of the early 1900s. But though the 
two patterns are similar, the driving forces 
behind them are very different: more young 

Figure 4. Proportion of Female, Ever-Married Youth with at Least One Child, by Age Cohort, 
1950–2006

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Census of the Population: 1950 Special Report, Fertility, Part 5; Census of the Population: 1960  
and 1970, vol. 1, Characteristics of the Population, Part 1, U.S. Summary; Current Population Survey, June, 1980, 1992, 1998,  
2002, 2006.
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adults remained with their parents longer at 
the beginning of the twentieth century not 
because they were dependent on them but 
because they were obliged to contribute to 
the family economy.22 

All the increase in the age of home-leaving in 
the United States since the 1960s is attribut-
able to delayed marriage.23 Unmarried young 
adults are, of course, more likely to reside 
with their parents than those who wed. Con-
sequently, with couples marrying later, youth 
in their late teens and early twenties moved 
out of the home more slowly than they had 
during the postwar years when couples 
married earlier. This trend is especially 
pronounced if young adults are continuing 
their education, as was the case during the 
decades of the 1970s and 1980s. The rate of 
co-residence declined slightly between 1990 
and 2000, perhaps because a strong economy 
during much of the 1990s afforded young 
adults the opportunity to move out on their 
own, although co-residence with parents will 
likely increase during the first decade of the 
century owing to the recession of 2008. 

The trend toward a later exit from home in 
the United States parallels that in almost all 
Western nations, although with considerable 
variation, particularly in Europe. In the 
Nordic countries, for example, youth leave 
home in their late teens, largely owing to  
the availability of state support. By contrast, 
lack of state support and long-standing 
cultural norms favor an extended period of 
co-residence among youth in Mediterranean 
nations, lasting for men into their mid-thirties.24 

Here in the United States, nearly half of all 
young adults in their late teens and early 
twenties still live with their parents. That 
fraction drops below one in seven by the late 
twenties and below one in ten by the early 

thirties.25 By international standards, Ameri-
cans still leave home relatively early. Women 
are typically younger than men when they 
leave home because they complete college 
earlier, form cohabiting unions earlier, and 
marry about two years earlier, on average, 
than men. Regionally, co-residence is substan-
tially higher among families in the Northeast 
than elsewhere, likely because of the higher 
costs of housing, higher rates of college 
attendance, and later entry into full-time 
employment.26 The rapid growth of immigrant 
families may have also contributed to the 
rise of co-residence in the early adult years, 
although as Rubén Rumbaut and Golnaz 
Komaei note in their article in this volume, 
this trend would probably emerge only among 
second-generation immigrants because 
foreign-born residents often migrate in their 
early adult years without their families. 

Whereas cohabitation or marriage is generally 
associated with earlier home departure, single 
parenthood often works in the opposite 
direction: young mothers who do not enter a 
union before bearing a child typically remain 
in the parental home for several years and 
receive financial support and child care from 
their parents. Indeed, the federal Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) pro-
gram and parallel state assistance programs for 
young parents have required co-residence for 
teen mothers, a policy that was aimed both at 
restricting public assistance and at assuring 
greater parenting supervision for children of 
young mothers. Whether young parents and 
their children do better if they remain in their 
natal home is an unsettled question. In a 
longitudinal study of teen parents in Balti-
more, I found that mothers and their children 
did better if they lived with the young moth-
er’s parents for one or two years, but if they 
failed to move out thereafter, they fared 
somewhat worse, perhaps owing to differences 
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between the families that moved out and 
those that remained at home.27 

In general, youth are more likely to remain at 
home when their biological parents are still 
living together. In particular, divorce and 
remarriage among parents have been associ-
ated with earlier home-leaving among young 
adults and with earlier provision and receipt 
of assistance.28 Youth who grow up living with 
their mothers only are distinctly less likely to 
receive help from or provide assistance to 
their fathers in later life, while children 
growing up apart from their mothers are not 
as likely to curtail contact and exchange with 
their mothers when they reach adulthood. In 
short, divorce and remarriage tend to create a 
matrilineal tilt to kinship ties in the United 
States.29 

Research has documented not only the 
lengthening of home-leaving but also the 
quality of the relations between co-residing 
parents and young adult children. Studies 
report that bonds are close, particularly when 
the young adults are on a clear path toward 
moving out. For example, those who remain 
at home in their early and mid-twenties get 
along better with their parents when they are 
studying, working, or looking for work than 
when they are having serious difficulties 
moving toward independence.30 Results of the 
third wave of the Add Health study, a nation-
ally representative, longitudinal sample of 
young adults between the ages of twenty and 
twenty-four, reveal that relations with mothers 
are closer than those with fathers, particularly 
nonresident fathers (author’s tabulations). 
This finding, replicated in numerous studies, 
indicates the partial withering of paternal 
relationships outside of marriage.31 To some 
degree, paternal involvement remains some-
thing of a “package deal” that comes with 
marriage or at least cohabitation.32 

Few studies, however, have examined the tex-
ture of family life when young adults reside 
in the natal household. For example, what 
kinds of rules, routines, and understandings 
emerge regarding household obligations, 
expenses, and the comings and goings of 
young adults and other family members? 
Qualitative reports from parents and youth 
and perhaps analysis of time diaries would go 
a long way in filling this gap. The media fre-
quently speculate about the irresponsibility 
of youth in their dealings with their parents, 
but very little solid evidence substantiates the 
presumed tensions. 

What happens inside families on a day-by-
day basis when young adults co-reside with 
their parents remains a largely unexplored 
topic. Whether parents provide continued 
guidance, set expectations, and provide 
assistance in promoting development after 
the adolescent years is a topic for further 
research. Both anecdotal evidence and stud-
ies of parental spending give every reason 
to believe that parents continue to invest 
heavily, both financially and emotionally, in 
their young adult children. What is lacking is 
good qualitative evidence on how parents and 
young adults work things out.

Along this same line, researchers know more 
about the timing of home-leaving than about 
how either young adults or their parents 
manage the process.33 For example, how 
much do young people consult or involve 
their parents in the decision to leave, and 
how much advice, support, and resources 
do parents provide as young adults depart? 
Analysts could learn a great deal about the 
impact of the process on both young adults 
and their parents by following both parties 
during and after the departure from the 
home. According to census data, of every 
six young adults who move out, one moves 
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back in at some point before age thirty-five.34 
Reverse transitions appear to be occasioned 
by financial setbacks, career changes involv-
ing a return to school or bouts of unemploy-
ment, and the dissolution of cohabitation and 
marriages.35 Sharon Sassler and her col-
leagues conducted one of the few qualitative 
studies on the strategies of managing a return 
to home. The study reveals the dilemmas of 
economic dependency in early adulthood for 
both parents and youth, as well as the ways 
that young adults cope with receiving support 
from their parents while still psychologically 
considering themselves “adults.”36 Renegoti-
ating authority inside the family turns out to 
be a challenging task when youth continue to 
rely on their parents for economic support, 
though it appears that many learn ways of 
achieving greater equality inside the family. 
Whether and how this negotiation differs in 
the households of the foreign-born is a ques-
tion that merits further attention. 

Differing Pathways to Family  
Formation among Young Adults
In the recent past, the maturational steps of 
leaving home and marrying were tightly 
sequenced.37 During the middle years of the 
twentieth century, young people left home to 
marry and have children as soon as they had 
the wherewithal to do so, and not infre-
quently before they had adequate resources 
and secure employment.38 Today the process 
of family formation (entering unions and 
having children) has become less orderly and 
more protracted.39 The onset of sexual 
relations and marriage today is typically 
separated by at least five years, and often 
more. Cohabitation, and sometimes parent-
hood, occurs in the intervening years. 
Marriage has become a culminating event, 
still indicating social maturity, but social 
maturity increasingly occurs well before 
marriage.40 

The process of family formation today, more 
than in the recent past, is shaped by educa-
tion and employment opportunities.41 And 
now, more than ever, the sequence and 
timing of family formation in the United 
States differs sharply by socioeconomic 
status. Family formation has long differed in 
timing and sequence (for example, pregnancy 
or parenthood before marriage) between 
poor and less-educated youth and better-off 
youth who manage to complete college.42 But 
now, despite consistent evidence that young 
adults, regardless of social class, continue to 
endorse the importance of marriage and 
parenthood, there is a growing perception 
among less-advantaged youth that marriage is 
less attainable.43 

Nonetheless, youth and parents from less- 
advantaged families continue to favor an 
earlier departure from the home than do 
those of more advantaged means.44 Advan-
taged youth are far more likely to attend a 
residential college and possibly graduate 
school (which the Census Bureau classifies as 
still living with parents), enjoying a period of 
semi-autonomy that may or may not include 
part-time work and cohabitation. By contrast, 
youth from lower-income families, if they 
attend college at all, are likely to do so while 
still residing with their parents.45 

Complicating the home-leaving process for 
lower-income youth, particularly women, is 
the growing likelihood of non-marital parent-
hood. Forty percent of all first births now 
take place outside marriage, and almost all 
are to young women who have not completed 
college. Although rates of teenage pregnancy 
and childbearing have declined during the 
past fifteen years (until 2006, that is), nearly 
half of all young adults with a high school 
education or less become parents in their late 
teens and early twenties.46 These pregnancies 
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are generally unplanned, and relatively few 
of the parents are fully prepared to take on 
the economic responsibilities of supporting a 
family. Data from the Fragile Families Study, 
a long-term examination of family forma-
tion among largely young, largely poor urban 
couples who are having a child, reveal the 
fluidity of the relations between the partners 
over time.47 Although a substantial minor-
ity of nonmarital births to young adults is to 
couples who are cohabiting at the time of the 
pregnancy, these unions often are ephemeral, 
only rarely resulting in marriage, even though 
most young parents in the Fragile Families 
Study profess a desire to wed eventually.48 

In the past, most of these young parents 
would have wed before or shortly after the 
birth of the child. Today, however, they 
perceive, correctly given the evidence, that 
the benefits of a hasty marriage are few. 
Many of the fathers lack job experience, are 
beset by mental health problems, or have 
been involved in the criminal justice system.49 
For economic and social support, young 
mothers often turn to their families rather 
than to their partners, who cannot provide 
steady assistance. In a long-term study of 
teenage mothers in Baltimore, I found a deep 
pessimism, especially among the parents of 
the pregnant teens, about the wisdom of 
relying on the men who fathered their 
children. As one mother told her daughter, 
“It don’t do your child no good if his father 
can’t take care of him.”50

In recent decades, a growing number of 
low-income and less-educated white and 
Hispanic couples have joined African Ameri-
cans in forming families before they are 
economically independent.51 Thus, the 
traditional ordering of school, employment, 
home-leaving, and family formation has 
broken down for an ever larger share of youth 

growing up in less than advantaged circum-
stances. Compared with the relatively weak 
bonds established between sexual partners 
and even prospective parents, bonds with 
natal families among these young adults are 
strong, particularly their reliance on families 
for economic assistance and practical help in 
childrearing. In the Baltimore study, it was 
common for young parents to remain at 
home and coordinate child care with their 
parents. And many of the young children in 
turn regard their grandmothers as a, if not 
the, primary parent figure in their lives. 
Fathers often continue to see their children, 
but over time, many become shadowy figures 
in their lives, creating further difficulties in 
the early adult years.52

Among disadvantaged African Americans, 
marriage often takes place, if it does at all, 
long after the onset of childbearing and 
following a series of cohabitations. This 
pattern is becoming common as well in other 
disadvantaged racial and ethnic minorities, 
though considerable variation exists by ethnic 
and national origin. A study I conducted with 
Rachel Margolis found that this pattern of 
delayed marriage after childbearing is 
emerging among less-educated whites as 

Youth from disadvantaged 
circumstances with limited 
prospects for a well-paid job 
or a partner with solid 
earnings increasingly opt  
for cohabitation, which  
has become a weak form  
of matrimony. 
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well, suggesting that socioeconomic status is 
linked to the decision to postpone marriage 
even when childbearing occurs.53 

Youth from disadvantaged circumstances 
with limited prospects for a well-paid job or 
a partner with solid earnings increasingly opt 
for cohabitation, which has become a weak 
form of matrimony. More than ever, cohabita-
tion provides a temporary basis for childbear-
ing and childrearing, but its major appeal is 
that it does not require a high level of com-
mitment or even contentment. Nonetheless, 
as noted earlier, for most, marriage remains 
the ultimate or preferred status, a symbol of 
economic success often deferred long after 
parenthood.54 

The contrast in how college-educated young 
adults (most of whom are also from more 
affluent families) form families is striking. 
In-depth interviews with nearly 500 young 
adults in four sites conducted by the Mac-
Arthur Network on Transitions to Adulthood 
show that most college-educated young 
adults complete their education and gain 
some work experience before marrying and 
certainly before having children.55 Like  
their less-educated counterparts, these 
well-educated couples also cohabit for 
lengthy periods before marrying, but such 
relationships typically do not result in parent-
hood, presumably because of more reliable 
contraceptive practice, sometimes backed up 
by abortion.56 It is still quite rare for affluent 
couples to have a child outside of marriage, 
although a few elect to have children in 
common-law or consensual unions.57 

The search and commitment process among 
highly educated young adults provides time 
to test the durability of relationships.58 
Acquiring the “marriage mentality,” as some 
better-educated young people explained in 

in-depth interviews, requires time and 
experience that is often acquired by living 
together.59 In short, the pattern of forming 
marriages and deciding whether and when to 
have children has become more deliberate 
among well-educated young adults. This 
slower pace may be paying off: evidence is 
accumulating that marital dissolution among 
the highly educated has declined over time.60

Researchers know far less about the family 
formation patterns of young adults who grow 
up in families with modest resources, many 
of whom obtain some college or complete an 
associate’s degree. There is likely more vari-
ety among the middle stratum in the timing 
and sequence of marriage and parenthood. 
It would be useful to investigate how these 
young adults manage both to move away 
from home and to establish their own fami-
lies. They face some of the hazards of family 
formation experienced by low-income and 
less-educated youth, such as unplanned par-
enthood, but they possess greater resources 
to manage more stable unions. 

Family formation in the United States today 
differs not only by social class but also by 
geographical region. Throughout large parts 
of the South and Midwest, young adults still 
follow the early marriage patterns of previous 
generations, dictated in part by traditional 
and religious values.61 To a considerable 
degree, these values collide with the eco-
nomic and emotional realities of contempo-
rary life that make marriage a more difficult 
undertaking than it was a half-century ago. At 
that time couples were perhaps more will-
ing to put up with less-than-perfect unions 
because they were unprepared or unwilling 
to divorce. At least one study finds that young 
adults sort themselves according to who 
remains in the community and who leaves to 
get higher education or seek work. The less-
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educated “stayers” often subscribe to an early 
schedule of family formation while those who 
move to urban areas or out of state adopt a 
pattern of later marriage and parenthood.62

The family formation patterns, not to men-
tion co-residence patterns, of gay young 
adults largely remain unexplored by research-
ers. Over time, there is reason to expect that 
enough data will accumulate to permit a 
direct examination of this hitherto invisible 
segment of the young adult population. It 
is an open question whether they adopt the 
same timing for forming lasting relationships 
and, now, increasingly entering parenthood, 
as their heterosexual counterparts.

Relations between Young Adults 
and Their Parents across  
Households
The prolongation of adult transitions raises 
a series of questions about how relation-
ships change as young adults move out of the 
household, and how patterns of material and 
emotional assistance between young adults 
and their parents are altered by living apart.63 
Long-term data, as noted, are best suited 
to investigating how exchange patterns are 
altered as young adults make the passage to 
adulthood. Several long-term studies such as 
Add Health and the Panel Study of Income 

Dynamics (PSID) have recently included 
modules on intergenerational transfers, 
providing much-needed information on 
exchanges between young adults (living both 
inside and outside the home) and their par-
ents. These data are just becoming available, 
so most of what researchers know comes 
from information that may incompletely 
reflect the relatively recent extension of early 
adulthood. 

Analyzing data collected in the PSID in 1988, 
Robert Schoeni and Karen Ross find that 
parental support for a young adult was 
substantial even two decades ago.64 For their 
adult children between the ages of eighteen 
and thirty-four, parents provide, on average, 
$2,200 a year in today’s dollars. Put differ-
ently, parents’ economic contributions to 
their children amount to an additional 
one-third of what they spend during the first 
eighteen years of their children’s lives. 
Financial assistance declines from a high of 
nearly $3,500 a year between age eighteen 
and age twenty, to about $2,300 annually 
from age twenty-five to twenty-six, to a little 
more than $1,500 a year by the early to 
mid-thirties. Time contributions by parents 
are similarly high during the early adult years, 
trailing off in the late twenties and early 
thirties.65 

Family contributions increase in large part 
because of education and longer periods of 
time in the household. As might be pre-
dicted, families with higher incomes contrib-
ute more in material assistance, although, 
measured as a share of income, lower-income 
families still provide considerable support. 
There is little or no difference by social class 
in time contributions.66 From the growing 
research on the determinants of intergenera-
tional transfer, analysts know that parents are 
more willing to provide support for children 

Families with higher incomes 
contribute more in material 
assistance, although, measured 
as a share of income, lower-
income families still provide 
considerable support.
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with special needs, for educational advance-
ment, in times of immediate crisis such as 
unemployment or union dissolution, and for 
children who have children themselves.67 

The Long-Term Consequences  
of Later Adulthood: Some  
Unaddressed Policy Issues 
Parents who are called on to provide eco-
nomic and emotional assistance during a 
more protracted period of their children’s 
semi-dependency may wonder whether these 
investments will erode or enhance their own 
economic security later in life. Arguably, 
greater transfers to their children reduce 
parents’ savings for retirement, but they 
might also prompt children to return greater 
assistance to their parents later in life. 
Whether rising parental concerns about the 
adequacy of Social Security and pensions will 
reduce their investment in young adults 
remains an open issue. Martin Kohli and 
several colleagues are finding from their 
analysis of European data that the flow of 
assistance from parents to children persists 
into the latter decades of life.68 That trend 
holds true both in northern Europe, where 
autonomy comes relatively early, and in 
southern Europe, where it comes far later.69 
Researchers can learn much from such 
cross-national comparisons about the societal 
determinants of interfamilial exchanges.70 
Social security systems in both Europe and 
North America have permitted parents to 
provide financial aid to their offspring for a 
longer period. Does the generosity of the 
welfare system in providing aid to elders, 
support for education, and living expenses to 
young adults have consequences for patterns 
of investment by parents in their young adult 
offspring? And how in turn does the generos-
ity of the welfare system affect patterns of 
exchange later in life? 

The United States devotes relatively little 
public spending to supporting young adults. 
Spending for higher education, health 
care, and job benefits is meager to mod-
est, although such investments appear to be 
increasing in the Obama administration. The 
relative paucity of public support has placed 
a heavier burden on families during young 
adults’ increasingly protracted and uncertain 
transition to independence. The burden is 
particularly heavy for the families of vulner-
able young adults, those with special needs 
and limited resources, whose families may 
be unable to provide necessary assistance 
after they reach the age of majority.71 In this 
country, much of the media attention about 
the prolongation of early adulthood has been 
directed to what is happening in affluent fam-
ilies. Far less is known about what happens 
to less well-off youth as they navigate the 
passage to adulthood, and particularly about 
the critical role that parents play (or fail to 
play) as their children struggle to complete 
their education, enter the labor market, form 
relationships, and have children. 

The analysis by Schoeni and Ross revealed 
that a large fraction of parents extend 
assistance to their children in the early adult 
years and that, regardless of income, parents 
provide roughly the same proportion of their 
family income. That assistance, however, may 
be insufficient to meet the needs of grown 
children because many low-income parents 
simply lack the resources to give much in 
the way of direct financial assistance. When 
families cannot help out, youth are often left 
to flounder on their own. There is a press-
ing need for publicly provided health care, 
education and training, and social services for 
youth whose families cannot support them as 
they navigate the passage to economic self-
sufficiency. 
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At a societal level, the United States and the 
rest of the developed world face a growing 
policy dilemma: the need to invest in chil-
dren and youth while continuing to support 
the economic, health, and social needs of a 
growing population aged sixty-five and older. 
The dilemma has been largely managed so 
far by family exchange from the elderly to the 
young. The current public system of support 
for seniors is underfinanced, however, and 
many observers are talking about the need to 
reduce Social Security benefits to preserve 
the system. Cutting back on those benefits, 
though, may have unforeseen consequences 
for the ability of parents to invest in their 
young adult children. With less support from 
their parents, the middle generation may 
be required to cut back on their support for 
their own children to help out their parents. 
Low-income families, especially, may face 
competing demands from elderly parents and 
their young adult offspring.

Is it possible that the new job description for 
parents—the requirement that they provide 
greater support for children over longer 
periods—might discourage couples from hav-
ing additional children or even having chil-
dren at all?72 It does not seem farfetched to 
suggest that couples may begin to factor the 
long-term responsibilities of rearing children 
into their planning for their own retirement. 
If the economic burdens of rearing children 
become intolerable, potential parents may 
elect not to assume those costs. Such family 
decisions would lead to lower total fertility 
and ultimately reduce the workforce, thus 
further aggravating the problem of providing 
both for the elderly and for the young. 

Conclusion
That the passage to adulthood has become 
more protracted and the sequence of tran-
sitions less orderly and predictable is well 

documented. Although I have touched on 
some of the reasons why the timetable has 
changed, I have emphasized the conse-
quences of the change for young adults, their 
families, and the larger society.

Social scientists, having relied for too long on 
anecdotal reports from the mass media about 
the direct effects of the later transition to 
adulthood, are now conducting their own 
independent research. So far, though, 
researchers still know far more about the 
demography and economics of the change 
than about its implications for family life and 
practices. Recent evidence from the General 
Social Survey shows that families generally 
accept that it now takes their children longer 
to pass the milestones that mark economic 
independence and social maturity. How 
parents and their young adult offspring are 
managing this longer period of co-residence 
and economic dependency remains less well 
understood. More fine-grained information 
on daily routines, rules and understandings, 
and exchanges of time, money, and support 
among co-resident parents and children 
should make it possible to chart how this new 
timetable for growing up affects the family.  
It also remains to be seen whether and how 
this period of semi-autonomy (or semi- 
dependency, if the glass is seen as half empty) 
changes the path of psychosocial develop-
ment. Using new and more discriminating 
measures of development during the early 
adult years, analysts will be able to examine 
more directly whether and how the experi-
ence of adult transitions fosters psychological 
development, a topic that has remained 
largely unexplored.

The new schedule of adulthood has compli-
cated family formation itself, particularly for 
the less-advantaged members of American 
society. Moving out of the natal household 
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has become precarious for those with limited 
means. Unlike the not-so-distant past, when 
marriage provided an easy (though not always 
a successful) route out, fewer young adults 
today are willing to commit to a permanent 
union, in part because they lack the resources 
and the mind-set to settle down and in part 
because they lack confidence that marriage 
provides the security that it once did. These 
conditions help to explain why parenthood 
now often precedes marriage for many young 
adults growing up in disadvantaged house-
holds. By contrast, for youth from advantaged 
families who are able to complete college, 
the extended period of growing up brings few 
costs and many benefits. The longer educa-
tional process provides greater opportunities 
for self-exploration, including the search for 
stable life partners. Delaying marriage and 
parenthood, it appears, results in wiser mar-
riage choices and consequently more stable 
family situations and more positive environ-
ments for childbearing and childrearing. This 
class divide in the early adult transition risks 
reinforcing social advantage and disadvantage 
in family formation in the next generation.73 

The body of research on the connections 
between young adults and their parents 
across households is growing. Clearly, parents 
continue to channel support and economic 
assistance to their adult children after they 
leave home. But exactly how, when, and 
why do parents extend help, and how is it 
reciprocated in both the short term and the 
long term? Much also remains to be learned 
about how such family assistance affects 
both the givers and the receivers of help. 
How intergenerational exchange is affected 
by the distribution of resources in the larger 
society also requires more investigation. I 
have argued that the United States, with its 
relatively underdeveloped welfare system, 
relies more on the family to invest in young 
adults than do many nations in Europe. The 
heavy burden placed on families may come 
at a price if young adults begin to regard 
childbearing as too onerous and perhaps 
not sufficiently rewarding. Although there 
may be no immediate policy prescription for 
addressing this problem, it is essential to rec-
ognize the importance of strengthening the 
family nest and reducing the immense and 
competing demands that are being placed on 
today’s parents.
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Summary
Dan Bloom of MDRC examines policies and programs designed to help high school dropouts 
improve their educational attainment and labor market outcomes. So called “second-chance” 
programs, he says, have long provided some combination of education, training, employment, 
counseling, and social services. But the research record on their effectiveness is fairly thin, he 
says, and the results are mixed. 

Bloom describes eleven employment- or education-focused programs serving high school 
dropouts that have been rigorously evaluated over the past thirty years. Some relied heavily on 
paid work experience, while others focused more on job training or education. Some programs, 
especially those that offered paid work opportunities, generated significant increases in employ-
ment or earnings in the short term, but none of the studies that followed participants for more 
than a couple of years found lasting improvements in economic outcomes. Nevertheless, the 
findings provide an important foundation on which to build.

Because of the high individual and social costs of ignoring high school dropouts, the argument 
for investing more public funds in services, systems, and research for these young people is 
strong. The paucity of conclusive evidence, however, makes it hard to know how to direct 
resources and magnifies the importance of ensuring that all new initiatives provide for rigorous 
evaluation of their impacts. 

Bloom concludes with recommendations for policy and research aimed at building on current 
efforts to expand and improve effective programs for dropouts while simultaneously develop-
ing and testing new approaches that might be more effective and strengthening local systems 
to support vulnerable young people. He stresses the importance of identifying and disseminat-
ing strategies to engage young people who are more seriously disconnected and unlikely to 
join programs. A recurring theme is that providing young people with opportunities for paid 
work may be useful both as an engagement tool and as a strategy for improving long-term labor 
market outcomes. 
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The transition to adulthood is 
likely to be perilous and rocky 
for young people who drop 
out of high school. In fact, 
even those who earn a high 

school diploma or a General Educational 
Development (GED) certificate face increas-
ingly long odds of success if they do not go on 
to get at least some postsecondary education 
or training. Young people from low-income 
families are substantially less likely than 
their higher-income peers to move smoothly 
through school, making it much more diffi-
cult for them to earn family-sustaining wages 
and, potentially, to reach other adult mile-
stones such as marrying.

Through a variety of school reforms begin-
ning in preschool and running through high 
school, U.S. educators are working to prevent 
young people from getting off track. For 
the foreseeable future, however, the nation 
will also need “second-chance” systems and 
programs to re-engage and re-direct young 
people who leave the public school system. 
The research record on the effectiveness of 
such programs is fairly thin and the results 
are mixed, but there are some positive 
findings on which to build. Moreover, the 
individual and social costs of neglecting this 
problem are potentially enormous. 

I begin by describing the magnitude and 
consequences of the dropout problem, with 
a particular focus on the heterogeneity of the 
dropout population. Next, I describe what 
researchers know about the effectiveness of 
programs designed to assist young people 
who leave school before graduation, focusing 
mainly on how the programs affect par-
ticipants’ educational attainment and labor 
market outcomes. I conclude with some rec-
ommendations for policy and research that 
would build on the current evidence base 

to expand and improve effective programs 
for dropouts while simultaneously develop-
ing and testing new approaches that might 
be more effective and strengthening local sys-
tems to support vulnerable young people.

The Magnitude and Consequences 
of the Dropout Problem
National studies estimate that 3.5 million to 
6 million people between the age of sixteen 
and twenty-four are high school dropouts—
meaning that they have not earned a high 
school diploma and are not now enrolled in 
high school.1

Dropouts come disproportionately from 
low-income and minority families. According 
to the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES), the share of sixteen- to 
twenty-four-year-olds who are out of school 
and lack a diploma or GED is 4 percent in 
the highest income quartile and 17 percent in 
the lowest quartile. Similarly, the dropout 
rate is 6 percent for whites, 12 percent for 
blacks, and 20 percent for Hispanics.2 
Moreover, the dropout problem is heavily 
concentrated in a subset of high schools that 
are themselves concentrated in large north-
ern and western cities and in the South.3 

Experts disagree about how to calculate high 
school graduation rates. Surprisingly, they 
even disagree about whether the national 
dropout rate has been rising or falling in the 
past thirty years and whether racial dispari-
ties in graduation rates have been declining 
or growing.4 It seems clear, however, that 
over this period several developments have 
amplified the negative consequences of drop-
ping out of school. First, well-documented 
changes in the labor market have dramatically 
reduced the availability of well-paying jobs 
for young people, particularly young men, 
without postsecondary education. Adjusted 
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for inflation, the earnings of young men with 
no high school diploma dropped 23 percent 
between 1973 and 2006 (the earnings of 
young men with only a high school degree 
dropped about the same percentage).5 

Even before the current recession began, 
growing numbers of young dropouts were 
entirely disconnected from both school and 
work. More than half of all sixteen- to nine-
teen-year-old high school dropouts had no 
paid employment in 2007. Declining employ-
ment among dropouts is one symptom of a 
broader collapse in the youth labor market. 
In just eight years—from 1999 to 2007—the 
share of all sixteen- to nineteen-year-olds 
with no paid employment during the entire 
year rose from 44 percent to 59 percent.6

Second, changes in sentencing and other 
criminal justice policies have sharply 
increased the number of young adults who 
are incarcerated. The rate of incarceration 
in the United States stayed relatively flat 
for most of the twentieth century and then 
exploded beginning in the late 1970s. More 
than 2 million Americans (most of them 
young men) are now in prison or jail—many 
for offenses that would not have led to prison 
terms thirty years ago.7 Spending time in 
prison not only strains family ties but also 
depresses future earnings.And high school 
dropouts are much more likely than their 
more educated peers to become involved 
with the justice system. More than two-thirds 
of state prison inmates have no high school 
diploma—though a substantial share has 
earned a GED while incarcerated.8 

Trends in labor market conditions and incar-
ceration may have made it harder for high 
school dropouts to reach other adult mile-
stones. As discussed by Sheldon Danziger 
and David Ratner in their article in this 

volume, it is difficult to prove a causal rela-
tionship between earnings trends and mar-
riage trends. The correlations, however, are 
striking. In 1970, 68 percent of male dropouts 
between age twenty-two and thirty-two were 
married; in 2007, after earnings for dropouts 
had dropped precipitously, the marriage rate 
for this group had fallen to 26 percent. One 
study found earnings a key predictor of mar-
riage rates for young men. Similarly, although 
trends in out-of-wedlock births are affected 
by many factors, having children outside of 
marriage is strongly correlated with educa-
tion. In 2006, a startling 67 percent of births 
to female high school dropouts under age 
thirty were out-of-wedlock (by contrast, the 
out-of-wedlock birth rate was 10 percent for 
women under thirty with a master’s degree).9

Diverse Population
High school dropouts are a heterogeneous 
group. In the first place, they leave high 
school for many different reasons. In a 2005 
survey of more than 400 dropouts, about 47 
percent reported that a major reason for their 
decision to drop out was that “classes were 
not interesting.” Overall, 62 percent said they 
were receiving grades of “C’s and above.” At 
the other end of the spectrum, 35 percent of 
respondents identified “failing in school” as 
a major reason why they dropped out. For 
many dropouts, the major reasons for leaving 
school—needing to get a job (32 percent) or 
to care for a family member (22 percent) or 
becoming a parent (26 percent)—were not 
directly related to school itself.10

Second, dropouts follow different trajectories 
after leaving school. Most try to continue 
their education. The National Education 
Longitudinal Study tracked a sample of young 
people who entered high school in 1988 and 
were scheduled to graduate in 1992. About 
20 percent of the sample dropped out of high 
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school at least once. By 2000, eight years after 
their scheduled graduation date, nearly two 
thirds (63 percent) had earned a high school 
diploma or, much more commonly, a GED 
certificate, and 43 percent had attended a 
postsecondary institution. Presumably, more 
than 63 percent of the dropouts attempted to 
continue their education.11

As figure 1 shows, however, the above data 
mask huge differences by socioeconomic 
status. As noted, higher-income students 
are much less likely to drop out in the first 
place. And almost all of the higher-income 
dropouts earned a GED or diploma by 
2000. By comparison, less than half of the 
low-income dropouts had a credential by 
2000. Similarly, among those in the highest 
socioeconomic group, 67 percent of those 
who had a diploma or GED had enrolled in 
college, compared with 29 percent of those in 
the lowest group (numbers not shown in the 
figure).12 Young people from higher-income 
families who drop out of school are often 
able to get back on track, while their lower-
income peers are more likely to flounder. 

Third, young people who leave school and 
then become disconnected face a variety 
of personal and situational obstacles. For 
example, a recent study focusing on New 
York City identified five overlapping groups 
of young people who are at particularly high 
risk of leaving school, not returning, and then 
ending up unemployed or out of the labor 
force: immigrant youth, young people with 
disabilities (learning disabilities or emotional 
and behavioral issues), young people involved 
in the justice system, youth aging out of fos-
ter care, and young mothers.13 

Programming for Dropouts
Second-chance programs have long offered 
opportunities for young people who leave the 
K–12 education system without earning a 
diploma. Ranging from large national pro-
grams or networks like the Job Corps (more 
than 100 sites nationwide) and YouthBuild 
(more than 200 programs) to small indepen-
dent programs run by churches or communi-
ty-based organizations, these programs 
typically provide some combination of 
education, training, employment, counseling, 

Figure 1. Status in 2000 of 100 People Who Were Eighth Graders in 1988

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Cheryl Almeida, Cassius Johnson, and Adria Steinberg, Making Good on a Promise: What 
Policymakers Can Do to Support the Educational Persistence of Dropouts (Boston: Jobs for the Future, 2006).
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and social services. Some, like the Job Corps, 
have dedicated streams of federal funding, 
while others piece together funding from the 
federal Workforce Investment Act of 1998 
(WIA) and other state and local sources. 
Many target specific subsets of youth, such as 
those with disabilities or those in the foster 
care or juvenile justice systems, reflecting the 
availability of targeted funding for those 
groups. High school dropouts are typically 
overrepresented among these vulnerable 
populations, which are discussed by D. 
Wayne Osgood, E. Michael Foster, and Mark 
E. Courtney in their article in this volume. 
(Other programs for dropouts have broader 
eligibility criteria, but end up serving many 
young people from these same vulnerable 
groups.) 

Not so long ago, second-chance programs 
that helped dropouts earn the GED creden-
tial were fairly clearly differentiated from 
traditional high schools. Today the landscape 
is far more varied. On the one hand, many 
school districts are developing “multiple 
pathways” initiatives that offer a wider range 
of high school options in an effort to pre-
vent young people from leaving the K–12 
system. For example, New York City’s Office 
of Multiple Pathways has created Transfer 
Schools (small schools specifically designed 
for students who have fallen behind for their 
age or who have dropped out) and Young 
Adult Borough Centers (evening programs 
for older students operated by partnerships 
between schools and community organiza-
tions), along with new GED programs, all 
of which are supplemented by Learning to 
Work, a program that provides job readiness 
instruction and paid internships. On the other 
hand, some community-based programs with 
experience serving dropouts now operate 
charter schools or alternative high schools. 
For example, YouthBuild, a large national 

network of programs known for serving drop-
outs and targeting the GED, now includes 
twenty-nine diploma-granting schools. 

Moreover, although second-chance programs 
once viewed the GED credential as the 
ultimate goal, their aim now is increasingly 
to help former dropouts obtain postsecond-
ary education, which has become a virtual 
prerequisite for admission to the middle 
class. The Gateway to College program, 
developed at Portland (Oregon) Community 
College and now operating in twenty-three 
other community colleges across the country, 
gives high school dropouts a chance to attend 
high school and college simultaneously. 
Gateway students begin as a group during 
the Foundation Term, during which they 
strengthen basic academic skills and adjust to 
college. Those who succeed in these courses 
gradually move into the regular college cur-
riculum. Gateway relies on “average daily 
attendance” funding from the K–12 system 
even though students are enrolled at a com-
munity college. 

In addition, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation has given grants to YouthBuild 
and other community-based youth employ-
ment programs to help them build pathways 
to postsecondary education for their partici-
pants. These college-focused efforts appear 
to be growing, though they are likely to serve 
a subset of dropouts with stronger academic 
skills.

Beyond specific programs, some cities are 
working to develop coherent youth “systems” 
to improve coordination among the many 
programs that serve specific subsets of dis-
advantaged youth or provide a narrow range 
of services using separate, targeted funding 
streams. Without a single agency or entity to 
take responsibility for ensuring that young 
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people with few family supports make a suc-
cessful transition to adulthood, many youth 
will fall through the cracks. The National 
League of Cities has profiled efforts by sev-
eral cities to build collaboration across many 
public systems, including law enforcement, 
education, workforce development, and child 
welfare, to better serve disconnected youth.14 

Program Effectiveness 
Most programs that target high school 
dropouts have never been formally evaluated 
for effectiveness. Moreover, because the 
programs are often run by small community-
based organizations, the most rigorous 
evaluation methods are probably not feasible 
or appropriate in many cases. The result is a 
gap between the strongly held views of 
practitioners who believe they know what 
constitutes “best practice” in youth program-
ming, on the one hand, and the knowledge 
base researchers have built from rigorous 
evaluations, on the other. 

Table 1 describes eleven rigorous evalua-
tions of employment- or education-focused 
programs serving high school dropouts that 
have been conducted over the past thirty 
years (a few of the programs served both 
dropouts and in-school youth).15 The table 
focuses on major studies that used random-
assignment designs, in which eligible youth 
were placed, through a lottery-like process, 
either in a program group that had access 
to the program being studied or in a con-
trol group that did not.16 The table does not 
include some specialized programs that were 
rigorously evaluated and may serve some 
dropouts, such as Multi-Systemic Therapy 
(a treatment approach for youth with serious 
behavior problems), or Structured Training 
and Employment Transitional Services (an 
employment model for young adults with 
developmental disabilities).17

Although the programs and studies can be 
categorized in many ways, table 1 groups 
them according to their primary service 
approach. The first three programs—the 
National Supported Work Demonstration, 
the Youth Incentive Entitlement Pilot 
program (YIEPP), and the Conservation 
and Youth Service Corps—relied heavily 
on paid work experience, while the next 
six—JOBSTART, the National Job Training 
Partnership Act, New Chance, the Center 
for Employment and Training (CET), 
Job Corps, and National Guard Youth 
ChalleNGe—focused more on job training or 
education. The last two—the Teenage Parent 
Demonstration and the Learning, Earning, 
and Parenting program (LEAP)—were 
mandatory, welfare-based programs that 
encouraged, supported, or required teenage 
mothers to work or go to school. 

This classification scheme is useful in 
understanding the broad patterns of pro-
gram effects, but it is far from perfect. For 
example, two of the work programs include 
a strong emphasis on education, and some of 
the training programs provide work experi-
ences of some kind. More important, the 
simple categorization does not capture criti-
cal factors such as the program atmosphere 
or the types of ancillary services, supports, 
and activities provided to participants.

Overall, the evaluations tell a mixed story. In 
several, young people in the program group 
were substantially more likely than their 
control group counterparts to earn a GED or 
another credential. For example, in the Job 
Corps evaluation, 42 percent of the program 
group earned a GED within four years after 
entering the study, compared with 27 percent 
of the control group. Similarly, 38 percent 
of the program group earned a vocational 
or trade certificate, compared with only 15 
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Table 1. Selected Rigorous Evaluations of Programs for High School Dropouts

Sources: Rebecca Maynard, The Impact of Supported Work on Young School Dropouts (New York: MDRC, 1980); Judith Gueron, Lessons 
from a Job Guarantee: The Youth Incentive Entitlement Pilot Projects (New York: MDRC, 1984); JoAnn Jastrzab and others, Impacts 
of Service: Final Report on the Evaluation of the American Conservation and Youth Service Corps (Cambridge, Mass.: Abt Associates, 
1996); George Cave and others, JOBSTART: Final Report on a Program for School Dropouts (New York: MDRC, 1993); Larry Orr and oth-
ers, Does Training for the Disadvantaged Work? Evidence from the National JTPA Study (Cambridge, Mass.: Abt Associates, 1997); Janet 
Quint, Johannes Bos, and Denise Polit, New Chance: Final Report on a Comprehensive Program for Young Mothers in Poverty and Their 
Children (New York: MDRC, 1997); Cynthia Miller and others, The Challenge of Repeating Success in a Changing World: Final Report on 
the Center for Employment Training Replication Sites (New York: MDRC, 2005); Peter Schochet, John Burghardt, and Sheena McConnell, 
“Does Job Corps Work? Impact Findings from the National Job Corps Study,” American Economic Review 98, no. 5 (December 2008); 
Dan Bloom and Megan Millenky, 21-Month Results from the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program Evaluation (New York: MDRC, 
forthcoming); Ellen Eliason Kisker and others, Moving Teenage Parents to Self-Sufficiency (Princeton: Mathematica Policy Research, 
1998); Johannes Bos and Veronica Fellerath, Final Report on Ohio’s Welfare Initiative to Improve School Attendance Among Teenage 
Parents (New York: MDRC, 1997).

Evaluation (dates) Target group Program model

Sample size  
(number of 
sites) Summary of results

Work programs

National Supported Work 
Demonstration (1976–81)

17- to 20-year-old high 
school dropouts (one of 
four target groups)

Paid work experience, with 
graduated stress

861 youth 
(5 sites)

Large increases in employment 
initially, but no lasting impacts for 
youth target group

Youth Incentive Entitlement 
Pilot Projects (1977–81)

16- to 19-year-olds from 
low-income families 
who had not graduated 
from high school

Guaranteed part-time and 
summer jobs conditioned 
on school attendance

82,000 youth 
(17 sites)

Large, short-term increases in 
employment; no impacts on 
school outcomes

American Conservation 
and Youth Service Corps 
(1993–96)

Mostly 18- to 25-year-
old out-of-school youth

Paid work experience in 
community service projects; 
education and training; sup-
port services

1,009 youth  
(4 sites)

Increases in employment and 
decreases in arrests, particularly 
for African American males; short 
follow-up 

Education and training programs

JOBSTART (1985–93) 17- to 21-year-old high 
school dropouts with 
low reading levels

Education, training, support 
services, job placement 
assistance

2,300 youth 
(13 sites)

Increases in GED receipt; few 
impacts on labor market out-
comes (except in CET site)

National Job Training 
Partnership Act (out-of-
school youth analysis) 
(1987–94)

Disadvantaged 16- to 
21-year-old out-of-
school youth

Education, job skills train-
ing, job placement, on-the-
job training, and support 
services

5,690 youth 
(16 sites)

No earnings impacts for females 
or male non-arrestees, possibly 
negative impacts for male 
arrestees 

New Chance (1989–92) 16- to 22-year-old teen-
age mothers who were 
high school dropouts

Wide range of education, 
employment, and family 
services

2,000 youth  
(16 sites)

Increases in GED receipt; 
no impacts on labor market 
outcomes

Center for Employment 
Training (CET) Replication 
(1995–99)

Disadvantaged, out-of-
school youth, ages 16 
to 21

Education and vocational 
training

1,500 youth 
(12 sites)

Few impacts on employment and 
earnings overall; some impacts 
for younger youth

Job Corps (1994–2003) Disadvantaged youth, 
ages 16 to 24

Employment, education, 
and training in a (mostly) 
residential setting 

15,386 youth 
(nationwide) 

Earnings and employment 
impacts in years 3–4 of study 
period; impacts faded after year 4 
according to administrative data. 
Results appear stronger for older 
youth (20 to 24 years old) 

National Guard Youth 
ChalleNGe (2005–present)

High school dropouts, 
ages 16 to 18, who 
are drug free and not 
heavily involved with the 
justice system

Education, service to 
community, and other 
components in a quasi-
military residential setting; 
12-month post-residential 
mentoring program 

3,000 youth  
(10 sites 
nationwide) 

Early results show large increases 
in diploma or GED receipt and 
smaller gains in employment, 
college enrollment, and other 
outcomes

Mandatory welfare-based programs

Teenage Parent 
Demonstration 
(1987–91)

Teenage parents receiv-
ing welfare

Mandatory education, 
training, and employment-
related services; support 
services (case manage-
ment, workshops, etc.)

6,000 youth 
(3 sites)

One of three programs increased 
high school graduation; increases 
in employment and earnings 

Ohio Learning, Earning, 
and Parenting Program 
(LEAP)(1989–97)

Teen mothers under age 
20 who are on welfare 
and do not have a GED 
or high school diploma

Financial incentives and 
sanctions based on school 
enrollment and attendance

7,017 teens 
(12 Ohio 
counties)

Increases in GED receipt and 
some earnings gains for initially 
enrolled teens
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percent of the control group. Interim results 
from the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe 
evaluation show that about 61 percent of the 
program group and 36 percent of the con-
trol group earned a GED or diploma within 
twenty-one months after study enrollment 
(see table 2). The JOBSTART and New 
Chance studies reported similar findings.

Some of the programs, especially those 
that offered paid work opportunities, also 
generated significant increases in employ-
ment or earnings in the short term. For 
example, in the National Supported Work 
Demonstration, which provided subsidized 
(paid) jobs for up to twelve to eighteen 
months to dropouts aged seventeen to 
twenty, the difference in employment rates 
between the program and control groups 
was as high as 68 percentage points early in 
the follow-up period. Similarly, the Youth 
Entitlement project, which guaranteed part-
time and summer jobs to all disadvantaged 
young people in certain geographic areas who 

agreed to attend school, employed 76,000 
youth and virtually erased the large gap 
between the unemployment rates for white 
and black youth. The Conservation and Youth 
Service Corps also provided subsidized jobs 
and generated some statistically significant 
increases in employment outcomes, par-
ticularly for African American males, over a 
relatively short follow-up period. 

The Job Corps program did not rely on 
subsidized jobs but still managed to increase 
employment and earnings in the third and 
fourth years of the study period—and even 
longer for older participants (aged twenty to 
twenty-four at enrollment). Similarly, as shown 
in table 2, the National Guard ChalleNGe 
evaluation found that program group mem-
bers were modestly more likely than their 
control group counterparts to be employed 
twenty-one months after entering the study.

The gains in credentials and short-term earn-
ings are notable, but none of the studies that 

Table 2. Interim Results from the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Evaluation

Outcome 
Program group  
(percentage with outcome)

Control group  
(percentage with outcome) Difference

Educational attainment

High school diploma or GED 60.5 36.4 24.1***

High school diploma 22.0 16.3   5.7***

GED credential 48.3 21.9 26.5***

Any college credit 24.8   9.6 15.1***

Current activities

Attending high school or GED prep 16.1 26.0 –9.9***

Taking college courses 11.6   7.0   4.6***

Working for pay 55.0 50.1   4.9*

Serving in military 10.9   6.2   4.7***

High school diploma or GED and in college,  
training, work, or the military

45.5 23.1 22.4***

Source: MDRC analysis of the National Guard Youth Challenge Evaluation 21-month survey. Asterisks indicate differences that are statis-
tically significant, meaning that they are very unlikely to arise by chance. Differences marked with three asterisks are significant at the 1 
percent level, those marked with two asterisks are significant at the 5 percent level, and those marked with one asterisk are significant 
at the 10 percent level. The 1 percent level denotes the highest degree of confidence that the program actually had an impact. 
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followed participants for more than a couple 
of years found lasting improvements in eco-
nomic outcomes. Some of the studies (YIEPP 
and Conservation and Youth Service Corps) 
did not report or collect long-term data or 
are still ongoing (ChalleNGe). In other cases, 
early effects faded over time. For example, 
the Job Corps evaluation found that increases 
in employment and earnings faded by year 
five and did not reappear (though, as noted, 
earnings gains persisted for study participants 
who were aged twenty to twenty-four when 
they enrolled).18 

JOBSTART, which operated in thirteen sites, 
showed no significant earnings gains overall 
during a four-year follow-up period, but the 
study measured large impacts in one site, 
the Center for Employment and Training in 
San Jose, California. However, as shown in 
table 1, when CET was replicated in twelve 
sites during the 1990s, an evaluation found no 
increases in earnings over a fifty-four-month 
follow-up period (women at the program sites 
that most faithfully implemented the model 
made shorter-term earnings gains, but these 
gains faded after year three).

Several of the studies measured non-economic 
outcomes such as crime involvement, drug 
use, health, and psychosocial development—
again, with mixed results. Partway through 
the evaluation’s follow-up period, the 
National Guard ChalleNGe program has 
produced modest decreases in crime convic-
tions and improvements in some measures of 
psychosocial development. The Job Corps 
significantly reduced arrests, convictions, and 
time spent incarcerated over the first four 
years of the study period (these outcomes 
were not measured after the four-year point). 
The Conservation and Youth Service Corps 
reduced arrests overall and had a range of 
positive effects on non-economic outcomes 

for African American study participants. For 
example, African American females were less 
likely to become pregnant and African 
American males improved in measures of 
personal and social responsibility. Few of the 
other programs generated impacts on these 
non-economic measures. 

Overall, these findings do not support the 
common perception that “nothing works” for 
high school dropouts. Many of the positive 
effects produced by the programs, however, 
were modest or relatively short-lived. 
Moreover, the studies suggest that even some 
of the relatively successful programs may 
have difficulty meeting a strict benefit-cost 
test. The authors of the Job Corps evaluation 
concluded that the benefits produced by the 
program probably exceeded its costs (about 
$16,500 per participant) for older partici-
pants, but not for the full study sample. 
Nevertheless, the findings provide an impor-
tant foundation on which to build.

One important study is not included in table 
1 because it targeted in-school youth, but the 
findings may be relevant to the topic dis-
cussed here. A random-assignment evaluation 
of Career Academies, a high school-based 
model, found that it produced statistically sig-
nificant increases in earnings over an eight-
year follow-up period. Men in the program 
group earned about $30,000 more than their 
control group counterparts over the eight 
years even though they were no more likely 
to graduate from high school or go to college. 
The researchers suggest that the program’s 
use of “career awareness and development 
activities,” including job shadowing and work-
based learning activities, may have contrib-
uted to the earnings gains.

Perhaps most interesting, the Career 
Academies produced significant effects on 
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several adult transition milestones. At the 
end of the follow-up period, program group 
members were more likely to be living 
independently with children and a spouse 
or partner, and young men in the program 
group were more likely to be married and to 
be custodial parents.19 These findings sug-
gest that improving young people’s economic 
prospects may ease their transition into other 
adult roles.

What Conclusions Can Be Drawn?
It is difficult to draw cross-cutting lessons 
from the evaluations in table 1 because there 
are many programs and not many unambig-
uously positive results. For example, the data 
do not support clear conclusions about 
whether paid work, a residential structure,  
or other program design elements are 
associated with more positive results in 
random-assignment studies. It is possible, 
however, to make a few general points.

First, although sustained positive effects 
would obviously be preferable, short-term 
effects are not unimportant. When programs 
achieve short-term increases in earnings 
or other outcomes, those effects are not 
erased if the program and control groups 
have similar outcomes later. Although many 
programs assert that they can alter the long-
term trajectories of their participants, it is 
worth considering whether it is reasonable 
to expect even the strongest youth programs 
to produce effects that can still be measured 
many years later. Results like those achieved 
in the Career Academies evaluation, where 
earnings gains persisted eight years after 
students had completed high school, are very 
rare—and the Academies that were tested 
did not serve a highly disadvantaged group of 
young people. Some experts have raised the 
question of whether it is more appropriate to 
think of time-limited programs for dropouts 

as inoculations, whose effects may last for-
ever, or as vitamins, whose effects wear off if 
they are not taken consistently. 

Second, it is important to note that almost 
all the programs (and the control groups as 
well) involved youth who had volunteered to 
participate—and who thus had at least some 
motivation to change their lives. In fact, some 
of the programs extensively screened appli-
cants and accepted only those who demon-
strated strong motivation and commitment. 
Thus the young people who ended up in the 
control groups likely sought out other pro-
grams in the community and received some 
of the same kinds of services that program 
group youth received. The study results could 
thus be interpreted to mean that the tested 
programs did not do much better than other 
programs in their communities, but that all 
of the programs were relatively effective for 
motivated participants. That said, most of the 
evaluations also found that outcomes were 
relatively poor for both research groups. For 
example, in the Job Corps study, the aver-
age employed sample member earned only 
about $10,000 a year during the later years 

Some experts have raised 
the question of whether it is 
more appropriate to think 
of time-limited programs for 
dropouts as inoculations, 
whose effects may last forever, 
or as vitamins, whose effects 
wear off if they are not taken 
consistently.
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of the follow-up period. Similarly, in the 
JOBSTART study, only about 65 percent of 
sample members worked at all in the final 
year of the study period, and those who 
worked earned less than $9,000, on average. 
In other words, regardless of their effects, 
the programs’ outcomes leave much room  
for improvement.

Third, it is possible that the difficulty in 
achieving sustained increases in economic 
outcomes may be traced, in part, to the edu-
cational goal of most programs—to help par-
ticipants pass the GED exam. Many studies 
have concluded that the labor market does 
not, in fact, view the GED as equivalent to a 
high school diploma. In other words, GED 
holders earn significantly less than people 
with regular high school diplomas. Some 
studies have even questioned whether GED 
holders earn more than uncredentialed drop-
outs, though some recent studies suggest that 
the GED does have an economic payoff, at 
least for dropouts with low skills—although 
the payoff may take several years to appear. 
Studies have also shown that postsecondary 
education pays off as much for GED holders 
as for high school graduates, but only a small 
minority of GED holders complete even one 
year of postsecondary education.20 These data 
may help explain why programs that substan-
tially increased GED receipt did not lead to 
longer-term gains in employment or earnings.

Fourth, some youth experts have pointed to 
broader limitations of some of the program 
models, particularly those tested during the 
1980s and early 1990s. Some have argued that 
these programs failed to engage youth long 
enough to make a lasting difference, in part 
because restrictions on federal funding under 
the Job Training Partnership Act system did 
not allow the programs to offer stipends or 
opportunities for paid work experience.21 

Others maintain that some of the earlier 
youth programs were “deficit focused”—that 
is, they defined participants by their prob-
lems and sought to “fix” them. These experts 
recommend that programs should not only 
provide participants with training or a job, 
but also expose them to a range of settings, 
activities, and relationships that are thought 
to promote healthy development across a 
wide range of domains. One study identi-
fied these domains as cognitive, physical, 
social and emotional, ethnic identity, civic 
engagement, and career.22 Young people 
from higher-income families are more likely 
than their lower-income counterparts to have 
positive experiences in these developmental 
areas in their families, schools, and communi-
ties. Programs may help to fill these gaps by 
exposing youth to responsible, caring adult 
role models; by creating a safe, positive group 
identity among participants; and by giving 
young people opportunities to act as leaders 
and to contribute to the broader society.

Among current programs, for example, 
YouthBuild helps young people work toward 
their high school diploma or GED while 
simultaneously learning job skills as they build 
or rehabilitate housing for homeless and 
low-income people. It emphasizes service and 
leadership development by giving young 
participants a key role in running the pro-
gram. Participants also receive stipends or 
wages. Similarly, Service and Conservation 
Corps, descendants of the Depression-era 
Civilian Conservation Corps and of the 
American Conservation and Youth Service 
Corps evaluated in 1990 (see table 1), com-
bine intensive community service with job 
training and education. Crews of participants 
work on conservation, urban infrastructure, 
and human services projects and receive 
stipends. A third such program, ChalleNGe, 
includes a five-month residential phase built 
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around eight “core components” designed to 
promote positive development: service to 
community, leadership and followership, 
responsible citizenship, health and hygiene, 
life-coping skills, physical fitness, job skills, 
and academic excellence. In a final such 
example, City Year, participants devote a full 
year to community service and civic engage-
ment, wearing uniforms to build a team 
identity and make their work highly visible to 
the community. Because the program is open 
to young people from a wide range of back-
grounds, participants may be exposed to 
people quite different from themselves.

It is widely believed that programs built on 
positive youth development principles are 
more effective than others. Although this 
may well be the case, the evidence from 
rigorous evaluations is too thin to prove or 
disprove the hypothesis; several of the pro-
grams noted have not been rigorously evalu-
ated. Moreover, it may be difficult to achieve 
consensus about which particular programs 
reflect youth development principles and 
which do not. 

Tight structure and accountability may also be 
critical for young people who have grown up 
in chaotic environments and may help to 
counteract the potentially negative effects of 
placing many at-risk young people together in 
a program setting—effects sometimes called 
“deviant peer influences” or “peer contagion.”23 
For example, the ChalleNGe program adopts 
a “quasi-military” approach: participants are 
divided into platoons and squads, live in 
barracks, have their hair cut short, wear 
uniforms, and are subject to military-style 
discipline. Their day is highly structured, with 
almost no “down time.” Most of the staff are 
military veterans, retirees, or National Guard 
members. Although the program uses military 
structure, discipline, facilities, and staff to 

accomplish its objectives, program participa-
tion is voluntary, with no requirements for 
military service during the program or after-
wards. Some experts have suggested that 
elements of the ChalleNGe model could be 
applied in non-residential settings and, indeed, 
a few military-style public high schools already 
operate in the United States.24

Finally, strong youth programs are focusing 
more on the transition for program graduates. 
Program effects may decay over time in part 
because youth have trouble maintaining 
momentum after they leave the structured, 
supportive program environment and con-
front a world where opportunities are limited. 
In addition, youth programs may have 
difficulty building strong links with employ-
ers, colleges, or other “post-program” 
resources for their participants. As noted, a 
number of youth programs have begun to 
build links to postsecondary education for 
their participants. Others have an “open 
door” policy that allows youth to maintain 
contact with the program for as long as they 
want or need to.25 The ChalleNGe program 
includes a formal one-year Post-Residential 
Phase that is built around a structured 
mentoring program. Youth nominate their 
own mentors, who are then screened, trained, 
and supported by program staff. Studies 
suggest that well-implemented mentoring 
programs can have positive impacts for some 
young people, though the studies did not 
examine mentoring for high school dropouts.26

Future Directions
The individual and social costs of ignoring 
high school dropouts—or of focusing atten-
tion and resources only on those who show up 
in the criminal justice and welfare systems—
are potentially enormous. Thus, the argument 
for investing more public funds in services, 
systems, and research for these young people 
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is strong, even during a period when public 
resources will be severely constrained. It is 
clearly necessary to improve and expand 
prevention-oriented programs in the schools, 
beginning as early as preschool, but the need 
for strong second-chance programs for 
out-of-school youth is also obvious. As noted, 
in some cases, second-chance programs can 
operate within the K–12 education system, 
drawing on its relatively stable funding. 

The challenge, again, is that the knowledge 
base on the effectiveness of second-chance 
programs is still thin. Relatively few pro-
grams have been rigorously tested, and even 
fewer have produced unambiguously posi-
tive results. The paucity of conclusive evi-
dence makes it hard to know how to direct 
resources and magnifies the importance of 
ensuring that all new initiatives provide for 
rigorous evaluation of their impacts. Although 
states and localities will deliver or manage 
most of the services for these youth, the fed-
eral government plays a key role in funding, 
promoting innovation, and identifying and 
disseminating evidence about what works. 

Some experts have suggested strategies for 
moving forward despite the lack of definitive 
evidence. For example, one recent proposal 
identified a number of “proven” and “promis-
ing” models for youth and called for creating 
a new federal grant program for disadvan-
taged youth that would replace the Work 
Investment Act youth funding stream (and 
possibly other existing funding streams). The 
new program, eventually reaching $10 billion 
a year, would provide both formula grants 
to states (with much of the funding passed 
through to cities) and competitive grants that 
would encourage neighborhood-level experi-
mentation. Rigorous evaluation would be a 
requirement for programs receiving competi-
tive grants.27

One possible model for testing innovative 
approaches might be the federal Youth 
Employment and Demonstration Projects Act 
(YEDPA), which spent more than $600 
million on youth-focused research demonstra-
tion projects between 1978 and 1981. Lessons 
on the design, implementation, and manage-
ment of the YEDPA demonstrations—a 
comprehensive review concluded that the 
program yielded some valuable evidence but 
tried to do too much too quickly—should 
inform any new efforts in this area.28 

Whatever the specific format, a new round of 
youth-focused research might be structured 
around three general topics. The first would 
be how to improve outcomes for dropouts 
who enroll in youth programs or otherwise 
seek to continue their education or find jobs. 
The second would be how to identify and dis-
seminate strategies to engage young people 
who are more seriously disconnected and 
unlikely to join programs. The final topic, not 
a focus of this paper, would be descriptive 
and process studies of local-level “systems” 
to support disconnected youth. A recurring 
theme in the discussion below is that provid-
ing young people with opportunities for paid 
work may be useful both as an engagement 
tool and as a strategy for improving long-term 
labor market outcomes. 

Strengthening Programs for  
Youth Who Reengage
As noted, most dropouts eventually seek 
to continue their education or find jobs. 
Assessing, improving, and, where appropri-
ate, expanding the programs that serve these 
young people is critical. In this section I 
describe three possible areas for investigation.

Existing Youth Programs. Many dropouts 
find their way to large programs or networks 
such as the Job Corps, YouthBuild, ChalleNGe, 
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and the Service and Conservation Corps. 
These programs or networks often have 
relatively well-developed systems to ensure 
quality and disseminate program improve-
ment strategies. A rigorous evaluation of the 
Job Corps has recently been completed, 
similar evaluations of ChalleNGe and the 
Service and Conservation Corps are under 
way, and an evaluation of YouthBuild is being 
planned as of this writing. If evaluation results 
are positive or even mixed, these programs 
should be expanded to serve more young 
people, while any shortcomings are being 
addressed simultaneously. Periodic smaller-
scale, targeted evaluations could assess the 
progress of program improvement efforts or 
test the incremental impact of program 
enhancements, such as stronger transition 
services or tighter links with employers. 

Other dropouts enter a wide variety of 
community-based programs funded by the 
Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and a wide 
array of other sources. Although the 
Department of Labor is planning a national 
evaluation of the WIA system, it is neither 
feasible nor appropriate to try to evaluate 
every program using a rigorous design, and it 
will always be difficult to ensure the quality 
and effectiveness of thousands of indepen-
dent youth programs across the country. 
Measuring program outcomes is necessary, 
but does not ensure quality because programs 
that achieve good outcomes do not necessar-
ily generate strong impacts (for example, they 
may serve youth who are relatively likely to 
succeed on their own). Initiatives like the 
National Youth Employment Coalition’s 
Promising and Effective Practices Network 
(PEPNet) are designed to assess and enhance 
the quality of youth programs. Individual 
programs that appear particularly promising 
or innovative could receive financial incen-
tives to participate in rigorous, federally 

funded evaluations. Those with positive 
results would be expanded or replicated.

It would be useful if some tests of existing 
youth programs could be structured as 
“differential impact studies” that assess the 
impact of particular program components. 
For example, it would be useful to under-
stand the incremental impact of paid subsi-
dized employment—a relatively expensive 
component—for particular categories of 
young people. 

GED Programs. Many dropouts do not 
enter “youth programs,” but rather seek 
to continue their education by enrolling in 
classes to prepare for the GED. These classes 
may be offered at community-based organi-
zations, schools, libraries, or community col-
leges. Each year 400,000 to 500,000 people 
pass the GED nationwide and more than 60 
percent of them are under twenty-five years 
old.29 Although it is preferable for students to 
earn a high school diploma whenever possi-
ble, for the foreseeable future large numbers 
of young people will take and pass the GED 
each year. The data cited earlier suggest that 
one reason for the GED’s limited impact 
on labor market success is that most people 
who pass the test do not go on to get post-
secondary training—even though 60 percent 

Measuring program outcomes 
is necessary, but does not 
ensure quality because 
programs that achieve good 
outcomes do not necessarily 
generate strong impacts.
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of those who pass the GED report that they 
took the test for “educational reasons.”30 

The past few years have seen the emergence 
of a number of small programs that focus on 
increasing the rates of postsecondary enroll-
ment and success for GED recipients and 
other adult education students. Although col-
lege transition programming has a long his-
tory in high schools, it is relatively new to the 
adult education field. A study by the National 
Center for the Study of Adult Learning 
and Literacy has identified several models 
of college transition programs in the adult 
education sphere. The models include offer-
ing student workshops or individual advis-
ing about postsecondary options; enhancing 
the GED curriculum to include academic 
or study skills needed for college entry; and 
integrating basic skills and occupational 
training in a specific employment sector or 
occupation.31 

These programs need not limit their focus 
to academic postsecondary programs. 
Occupational certificate programs may have 
a significant payoff in the labor market. A 
recent study found that median earnings 
after college were 27 percent higher for 
students with a certificate than for those 
who left college without a degree. Given 
the difficulty many low-income students 
have completing degree programs, the study 
concludes that some students struggling in 
associate’s degree programs might be better 
off in certificate programs.32 Another recent 
study projects substantial demand in coming 
years for “middle-skill” jobs that pay decent 
wages. Accessing these jobs often requires 
some postsecondary training (for example, 
an occupational certificate or an associate’s 
degree), but not necessarily a bachelor’s 
degree.33 None of these data are meant to 
suggest that an associate’s or a bachelor’s 

degree is not important, but rather that 
postsecondary occupational programs may 
help students build skills, raise their earnings, 
and move on toward a degree (particularly if 
programs can be structured to earn college 
credit). Community colleges would seem to 
be a natural venue for efforts to link adult 
education GED programs with postsecond-
ary occupational programs. For example, 
Washington State’s highly touted Integrated 
Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) 
program combines basic skills and college-
level occupational training in a community 
college setting, rather than expecting stu-
dents to complete a GED before starting 
college-level coursework. Nonexperimental 
evaluations have found promising results.34 

Strategies for Youth with Weak Academic 
Skills. Ongoing efforts to help dropouts 
access postsecondary education are exciting, 
but it is important to recognize that not all 
young people have the interest or the aca-
demic ability to attend college. Young people 
with weak reading and math skills must also 
have effective options.

As noted, some young people who are not 
interested in or qualified for academically 
focused postsecondary programs may benefit 
from occupationally oriented options. Jobs 
for the Future is seeking to develop intensive 
twelve- to twenty-four-month “Career First” 
programs that expand the limited options 
available for young people who want to find 
good jobs but are not prepared for college. In 
addition, some experts have argued that vari-
ous forms of apprenticeships and internships 
are the most promising strategy to improve 
labor market outcomes for many disadvan-
taged youth.35 When they are operating at a 
steady state, these models should be evalu-
ated and, where appropriate, replicated.
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Recently several experts have proposed 
increasing the EIC for low-wage workers 
who are not custodial parents.36 

Identifying Strategies to Engage  
Disconnected Youth
Almost all of the evaluations discussed above 
focused on youth who voluntarily came for-
ward to join programs. But the reality is that 
many young people, both high school drop-
outs and struggling high school graduates, 
do not seek out programs. Advocates note, 
correctly, that the existing infrastructure of 
youth programs serves only a small fraction 
of the young people who need help. But it is 
also true that many youth programs struggle 
to recruit enough young people to fill their 
slots. Thus, a second goal of research should 
be to identify and disseminate effective 
strategies to engage profoundly disconnected 
young people who are unlikely to volunteer 
for programs like YouthBuild, the Job Corps, 
or ChalleNGe. 

One way to help address this problem is to 
make the programs for reengaged dropouts 
more effective to help them attract more 
youth. It may also be possible to test sys-
tematically various strategies to locate and 
engage the most disconnected youth. Such 
strategies might involve financial incentives 
for participation, opportunities for youth to 
provide visible services to their communities, 
or approaches that embrace and incorporate 
youth culture into the program environ-
ment, an idea championed by the Youth 
Development and Research Fund.37 

At a broader scale, engagement-focused 
demonstration projects might operate at the 
neighborhood level, seeking to saturate com-
munities with work opportunities or other 
supports for youth. The Youth Entitlement 
project, described earlier, used this approach 

For dropouts with very low levels of basic 
reading and math skills, postsecondary 
education, or even a GED, may not be a 
realistic short-term goal. Such youth may 
be neglected by programs whose focus is 
on helping participants pass the GED or 
find jobs relatively quickly. For example, 
some ChalleNGe and YouthBuild programs 
accept only young people who can read at 
a certain grade level. Ironically, the push 
to build links between youth programs and 
postsecondary education may unintention-
ally exacerbate this problem by encouraging 
programs to target dropouts who have the 
best chance to enter college. Experts report 
that programs targeting dropouts with very 
low reading and math skill levels are quite 
rare. The Youth Development Institute’s 
Community Education Pathways to Success 
program is one model that seeks to help 
community-based organizations better serve 
youth who are not ready for GED programs, 
but much more research and experimenta-
tion is needed in this area. Research should 
focus not only on how best to teach young 
people with very low skills, but also on how 
best to retain them in programs long enough 
to make a difference. Paid work opportunities 
and performance-based financial incentives 
are two strategies that may be worth testing.

Although it is crucial to identify better ways 
to engage and teach young people with 
serious basic skills deficits, it is also impor-
tant to acknowledge that some of them will 
not be able to obtain academic credentials. 
Unfortunately, today’s labor market has few 
good jobs for this population. This reality 
magnifies the importance of work supports 
like the Earned Income Credit, which can 
provide almost $5,000 to low-income working 
families with children. The EIC, however, 
provides only a very small credit to child-
less workers and to noncustodial parents. 
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but mostly served in-school youth. A variation 
might be designed to engage more out-of-
school youth. Projects of this type would 
also help to address the collapse of the youth 
labor market already noted. The much-
discussed Harlem Children’s Zone is another 
community-level model for engaging youth.38 
Although complex, geographically targeted 
initiatives are challenging to implement and 
evaluate, there may be synergistic effects 
from combining a range of proven program 
models in a single location.  

Finally, though beyond the scope of this 
paper, it is important for researchers to con-
sider the impact of mandatory programs for 
youth operating within enforcement-oriented 
systems like juvenile and criminal justice or 
child support enforcement. Although these 
programs compel participation, they could 
achieve positive impacts by using some of the 
same approaches as the voluntary programs 
already discussed. Anti-violence initiatives in 
Boston, Philadelphia, and elsewhere combine 
strict supervision with a range of supports to 
try to reach some of the highest-risk young 
people in the justice system.39 

Conclusion
Young people who drop out of high school 
are a diverse group. Some will continue their 
education and get back on track, but many 
others, including a large share of drop-
outs from low-income families, will find it 
extremely hard to make a successful transi-
tion to adulthood in a labor market that offers 

fewer and fewer opportunities for workers 
with no postsecondary training or education. 

The nation’s schools, from preschool to high 
school, place a strong and appropriate 
emphasis on prevention-oriented programs 
and policies to keep students on track, but 
many thousands of youth nevertheless drop 
out every year, and the human and fiscal costs 
of neglecting them would be enormous. 
Many young people who leave school attempt 
to reengage as they mature, and both rigorous 
research and practitioner wisdom suggest 
that many second-chance programs are 
worthy of investment and expansion. 

At the same time, much remains to be 
learned. It is important to keep assessing and 
strengthening existing programs, for example, 
by building stronger links to employers. It 
is also necessary to develop multiple path-
ways for youth who drop out. Some young 
dropouts have the interest and aptitude to 
move into academic postsecondary programs; 
others would do better in occupationally ori-
ented programs; and still others need special 
approaches tailored to youth with very low 
levels of basic skills. Many young people at 
all skill levels might benefit from opportuni-
ties for paid work experience. Finally, it is 
critical to identify and disseminate lessons on 
how best to reengage the most disconnected 
young people, many of whom will need to be 
reached through public systems like juve-
nile and criminal justice or child support 
enforcement.
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Summary
Although access to higher education has increased substantially over the past forty years, stu-
dent success in college—as measured by persistence and degree attainment—has not improved 
at all. Thomas Brock reviews systematic research findings on the effectiveness of various inter-
ventions designed to help at-risk students remain in college.

Brock shows how changes in federal policy and public attitudes since the mid-1960s have 
opened up higher education to women, minorities, and nontraditional students and also shifted 
the “center of gravity” in higher education away from traditional four-year colleges toward 
nonselective community colleges. Students at two-year colleges, however, are far less likely 
than those at four-year institutions to complete a degree. Brock argues that the nation’s higher 
education system must do much more to promote student success. Three areas, he says, are 
particularly ripe for reform: remedial education, student support services, and financial aid. 

In each of these three areas, Brock reviews programs and interventions that community col-
leges have undertaken in order to raise completion rates. Some colleges have, for example, 
experimented with remedial programs that build social cohesion between students and fac-
ulty and integrate content across courses. Other colleges have tested student support service 
programs that offer counseling and advising that are regular, intensive, and personalized. Still 
others have experimented with ways to simplify the financial aid application process and incen-
tivize students to earn good grades and persist in school.

Research shows that such programs and interventions can improve student outcomes, but 
Brock argues that more must be done to bring proven practices to scale and to test new ideas 
that might lead to better results. Institutions that most need help are those that provide the 
greatest access to nontraditional and underprepared students in community colleges and less 
selective universities.
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Thomas Brock is the director of the Young Adults and Postsecondary Education Policy Area at MDRC.



110    THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN   

Thomas Brock

Few decisions matter more to a 
young person’s future than the 
decision to attend college and 
earn a degree. As described by 
Sheldon Danziger and David 

Ratner in their article in this volume, college 
graduates have substantially better prospects 
in the labor market than peers who stop their 
formal education after high school. In fact, 
over a lifetime, an adult with a bachelor’s 
degree will earn about $2.1 million—roughly 
one-third more than an adult who starts but 
does not complete college and nearly twice 
as much as one who has only a high school 
diploma.1 College attendance and completion 
provide other benefits as well. For example, 
adults who have attended some college or 
earned a bachelor’s degree are more likely to 
report “excellent” or “very good” health than 
those who have only a high school diploma, 
even when they have comparable incomes.2 
College is often where people form their 
deepest friendships and meet future spouses 
or partners. Finally, as Constance Flanagan 
and Peter Levine discuss in their article in 
this volume, research shows that educational 
attainment has positive effects on voting and 
other measures of civic engagement.3

Clearly, many of the benefits that accrue 
from a college education are explained by the 
knowledge, skills, and contacts that students 
gain from their time on campus and in the 
classroom. From a developmental standpoint, 
colleges and universities also provide a safe 
environment for young adults to explore new 
ideas and interests, interact with people who 
are different from themselves, and form their 
identity. For all these reasons, colleges and 
universities play an indispensable role in the 
transition to adulthood. At their best, they 
foster both intellectual and personal growth 
and prepare young people for productive 
lives at work and in society. Few public or 

private institutions have the capacity to do so 
much good for so many. 

My purpose in this article is to examine data 
on college enrollment and completion in the 
United States and to explore what might be 
done to help more young people benefit from 
the experience and complete college degrees. 
I begin by reviewing historical trends to show 
how the numbers and characteristics of col-
lege students have changed in the past forty 
years. Access to higher education, it turns out, 
has increased substantially, although some 
racial and ethnic groups remain underrepre-
sented. But success in college—as measured 
by persistence and degree attainment—has 
not improved at all. I then examine some 
leading explanations for why college students 
do not succeed and review some research 
findings on interventions designed to help 
at-risk students overcome barriers. I conclude 
with some lessons and suggestions to guide 
policy makers, practitioners, and researchers.

The Changing Landscape of  
Higher Education: 1965–2005
Before 1965, American colleges and universi-
ties were rarefied places populated mostly by 

Access to higher education 
has increased substantially, 
although some racial and 
ethnic groups remain 
underrepresented. But  
success in college—as 
measured by persistence  
and degree attainment— 
has not improved at all.
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white males from middle- or upper-income 
families. In part, the lack of diversity 
reflected the fact that for much of the 
nation’s history, a college education was not 
needed to make a decent living. Indeed, after 
World War II, the difference between the 
average wages of high school and college 
graduates was small and shrinking. After 
1950, however, the trend moved in the 
opposite direction and accelerated as the 
demand for highly skilled labor increased.4 In 
1975, year-round workers with a bachelor’s 
degree earned 1.5 times the annual pay of 
workers with only a high school diploma; by 
1999, that ratio had risen to 1.8.5

Prevailing social norms and a limited federal 
role in higher education also served to keep 
higher education an exclusive domain before 
the 1960s. In many parts of the country, 
discriminatory laws and attitudes kept many 
blacks and other racial or ethnic minorities 
from pursuing a college degree. Prevailing 
attitudes about the role of women limited 
their college-going as well. Finally, before 
1965, financial aid was not generally available 
for college students. The federal G.I. Bill had 
covered college costs for tens of thousands of 
veterans after World War II, but it, too, had 
“masculinized” campus life and had aided 
whites far more than African Americans.6

The mid-to-late 1960s marked a major turn-
ing point. Changes in federal policy, coupled 
with big changes in public attitudes and 
expectations, opened up higher education as 
never before. From a policy perspective, the 
passage of the Higher Education Act of 1965 
was arguably the most important change, as 
it extended need-based financial assistance 
to the general population for the first time.7 
The federal role expanded in other ways, 
too, fueling growth on college and university 
campuses. Starting in 1963, for example, 

the federal government launched a major 
program for facilities construction, target-
ing “developing institutions” like community 
colleges and historically black colleges and 
universities.8 Federal spending on higher 
education increased exponentially, from $655 
million in 1956 to $3.5 billion in 1966.9

During the same period, the civil rights 
movement influenced higher education by 
challenging public laws and practices that 
excluded blacks and other minority groups 
from attending some colleges and universi-
ties, particularly in the South. Early battles 
focused on winning admittance for individual 
students. In 1964, Congress passed the Civil 
Rights Act, which outlawed discrimination 
based on race in schools, public places, and 
employment and mandated equal opportu-
nity for women. By the late 1960s, civil rights 
activists broadened their perspective to 
encompass poverty and income inequality 
and helped launch dozens of Great Society 
programs that funded education and job 
training programs targeted to low-income 
Americans.10

Demographic trends, combined with the 
social activism of the 1960s, also created 
pressure for change. As the baby boom 
generation reached maturity, young adults 
poured onto college campuses in record 
numbers. Colleges and universities became 
centers of protest, most famously against the 
Vietnam War, but also against all manner of 
social convention and custom.11 Rules gov-
erning higher education were not above the 
fray. Questions of who should have access—
and what role colleges and universities should 
play in confronting and reducing inequities 
in the larger society—were hotly debated. 
The “open admissions” movement gained 
currency during this era, most famously with 
the 1970 decision by the City University of 
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New York to allow all high school graduates 
to pursue college degrees regardless of aca-
demic preparation. Other institutions across 
the country, notably community colleges, 
adopted similar policies.12 

Trends in Student Enrollment  
and Demographics
The effects of changing laws and attitudes 
are evident in the dramatic rise in college 
enrollments depicted in figure 1. Total fall 
enrollment increased from just over 5.9 
million students in 1965 to about 17.5 mil-
lion students in 2005—a nearly 300 percent 
increase.13 The rise was steepest through 
1975 and was far greater than could be 
accounted for by population growth alone. 
To put the enrollment figures into perspec-
tive, in 1965 the number of young adults in 
the prime college-going years of eighteen to 
twenty-four was approximately 20.3 million; 
by 2005 that number had increased 44 per-
cent, to about 29.2 million.14 

Along with increased enrollments, the 
demographics of students attending colleges 
and universities changed. Figure 2 compares 
the characteristics of students by gender, race 
or ethnicity, and age starting in the 1970s, 
when the federal government first began 
reporting on student demographics. The top 
panel shows how the gender balance reversed 
between 1970 and 2005, from mostly male to 
mostly female. The second panel depicts the 
increase in the percentage of students from 
racial or ethnic minority groups, which more 
than doubled from 1976 to 2005. By far the 
largest percentage increases were among 
Hispanics and Asian and Pacific Islanders, 
though all minority groups experienced 
growth in college enrollment while the share 
of whites declined. Finally, the third panel 
shows an increase in the percentage of 
students aged twenty-five and older and a 
proportionate decline in those aged twenty-
four and under. The U.S. Department of 
Education projects that the trend toward 
older students will continue in coming years.15 

Source: T. D. Snyder, S. A. Dillow, and C. M. Hoffman, Digest of Education Statistics 2007 (NCES 2008-022) (Washington: National 
Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, 2008), table 180.

Figure 1. Fall Enrollment in Two- and Four-Year Degree-Granting Institutions, 1963–2005, 
by Millions
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The shift in demographic characteristics hints 
at another significant development in the 
student population. The so-called traditional 
undergraduate—the high school graduate 
who enrolls full-time immediately after fin-
ishing high school, relies on parents for finan-
cial support, and either does not work during 
the school year or works only part-time—is 
now the exception rather than the rule. Only 
27 percent of undergraduates met these 
criteria in 1999–2000. By comparison, in the 
same year, 28 percent of undergraduates met 
the Department of Education’s definition of 
“highly nontraditional”: they were likely in 
their twenties or older, working while going 
to school, and raising children (possibly as 
single parents), among other criteria. Some 
highly nontraditional students did not have a 
high school diploma.16

Patterns of Institutional Attendance
Government statistics show that a large 
majority of undergraduates enroll in four-
year colleges and universities. At the same 
time, the “center of gravity” in higher educa-
tion has gradually shifted, with community 
colleges playing a much more prominent role 
today than in the past. In 1969 (when the 
government adopted its current methodology 
for categorizing two- and four-year schools), 
26 percent of all college students attended 
two-year institutions. By 2005, that figure had 
risen to 37 percent.17 

The vast majority of students enroll in 
publicly funded colleges and universities. 
In 2005, private institutions accounted for 
about one-fourth of all undergraduates—a 
figure that has increased only slightly in the 
past decade. Nearly all of these students are 
enrolled in four-year institutions, though 
a small percentage of students is enrolled 
in private two-year colleges.18 The advent 
of online courses may be changing higher 

education again. Indeed, two of the five 
largest higher education institutions in 2005 
rely principally on online instruction: the 
University of Phoenix, with an enrollment 
of more than 117,000 students, and Western 
International University, with an enrollment 
of nearly 51,000 students.19 

Although the demographic composition 
of colleges and universities has become 
more diverse over the past forty years, the 
increased diversity is largely accounted for by 

Figure 2. Characteristics of Students Attending 
College, by Gender, Race and Ethnicity, and 
Age, 1970 and 2005

Source: Same as figure 1, tables 187, 217, and 181.
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nonselective institutions. Specifically, female, 
black, and Hispanic students are dispropor-
tionately enrolled in community colleges.20 
Nontraditional students are also much more 
likely to be enrolled in community colleges 
and to participate in distance education via 
the Internet.21

Trends in Persistence and Completion
Government statistics indicate that student 
outcomes differ markedly by type of institu-
tion attended. Specifically, undergraduates 
who begin at four-year colleges and universi-
ties are about twice as likely to complete a 
postsecondary degree as undergraduates who 
begin at two-year institutions. The five-year 
completion rate for students who began at a 
four-year college or university—taking into 
account certificates, associate’s degrees, or 
bachelor’s degrees—was 60 percent in the 
1995–96 academic year. For students who 
began at a community college, the rate of 
completion was 32 percent.22 

Many students take longer than five years to 
earn a degree: some are enrolled part-time, 
some change their majors, some need to 
drop out temporarily, and some have other 
reasons for the delay. Measures of persistence 
take into account those who have earned a 
certificate or degree as well as those who 
are still enrolled in college. Eighty percent 
of students who began at a four-year col-
lege or university in 1995–96 persisted after 
five years. Among students who began at a 
community college, the persistence rate was 
52 percent. The data also show that students 
attending private institutions (both four-year 
and two-year) persist at higher rates than 
their counterparts at public institutions.23

Viewed historically, rates of comple-
tion at four-year institutions have been 
unchanged since the federal government 

began collecting data during the 1970s. A 
recent study suggests that there has been a 
slight uptick in the persistence rate at public 
four-year colleges.24 Although that increase 
may seem contradictory, it likely reflects the 
longer time it now takes students in four-year 
colleges, particularly at less selective public 
institutions, to earn degrees.25 Historical data 
on students attending community college go 
back only to 1990, but show no significant 
change in persistence or completion.26

Persistence and completion rates differ 
significantly by race and ethnicity and by gen-
der. At public two- and four-year institutions, 
Asian and Pacific Islanders have the highest 
persistence and completion rates of any racial 
or ethnic group, followed by non-Hispanic 
whites, Hispanics, and non-Hispanic blacks. 
(The longitudinal studies commissioned by 
the government lack sufficient numbers of 
American Indians and Alaska Natives on 
which to report.) Asian and Pacific Islanders 
who entered public four-year institutions in 
1995–96 were nearly twice as likely to earn 
a degree or still be in school after six years 
as non-Hispanic blacks who entered the 
same year. The story by gender is a bit more 
complicated. At public four-year institutions, 
women have slightly higher persistence and 
completion rates than men (a difference 
of about 5 percentage points); at public 
two-year institutions, the gender difference 
is reversed.27 It is important to recall that 
because more women than men enroll in 
college, many more associate’s and bachelor’s 
degrees are awarded to women—a pattern 
that has held true at both two- and four-year 
institutions since at least the late 1980s.28

Despite these patterns, neither race and 
ethnicity nor gender is a good predictor of 
who will earn a college degree, owing to large 
variation within these demographic groups. 
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Research by Clifford Adelman for the 
Department of Education shows that the two 
best predictors are entering college immedi-
ately after finishing high school and taking a 
high school curriculum that stresses reading 
at grade level and math beyond basic algebra. 
Higher socioeconomic status is also a predic-
tor, though only moderately so.29 Consistent 
with these findings, being classified as a 
traditional student is another strong predictor 
of college completion. Conversely, all of the 
characteristics used to define nontraditional 
status—delayed entry into college from high 
school, working full-time, single parenthood, 
and so on—are considered “risk factors” 
because they are negatively correlated with 
persistence.30 As noted, community colleges 
account for a disproportionate share of 
nontraditional students; they are also the 
institutions that raise the most concern about 
persistence and completion. 

Summary of Trends and Key Issues 
Access to higher education has been greatly 
expanded since the mid-1960s. More students 
are attending college—both in real terms and 
as a percentage of the population—and they 
are demographically more diverse. Actions 
taken by the federal government clearly 
played a major part in these trends, though 
larger economic, demographic, and social 
forces were also at play. Finally, the growth of 
nonselective institutions like community 
colleges and, more recently, online courses 
and programs has made it easier for people to 
attend college even if they lack good prepara-
tion or are working while going to school.

Despite these gains, college access remains 
problematic, and gaps in enrollment between 
certain racial and ethnic minority groups are 
substantial. In 2006, for example, 44 percent 
of whites between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty-four were enrolled in college, 

compared with 32 percent of blacks and 25 
percent of Hispanics.31 Rates of college 
attendance for black and Hispanic males are 
particularly low. A recent national survey of 
college-qualified students who did not enroll 
in college underscores that college costs, 
availability of aid, and uncertainty about the 
steps needed to enroll in college remain 
significant deterrents.32 Inadequate prepara-
tion for college is another factor, though with 
the rise of nonselective institutions, it is less a 
barrier to access than to success once students 
have enrolled in college. 

From a public policy standpoint, it makes 
little sense to promote greater college access 
if students are failing once they get there. 
Figuring out how to boost college completion 
is the challenge. The United States has seen 
no progress on this measure since the advent 
of statistics on it and is losing ground to other 
nations in the share of the adult population 
with college degrees.33 The costs of such 
failure—to students especially, but also to 
colleges, governments, and society at large—
are extremely high. I next examine why some 
students don’t succeed and what might be 
done in response.

Improving Academic Outcomes for 
Students in Higher Education
The search for solutions to the college persis-
tence and completion problem begins with an 
understanding of its underlying causes. In his 
seminal book Leaving College, Vincent Tinto 
examines why students depart prematurely 
from both two-year and four-year institutions. 
He acknowledges that students come to col-
lege with different skills and abilities, vary-
ing personal motivation and objectives, and 
diverse external commitments that will influ-
ence their ability to succeed, but he argues 
that what happens to them after they arrive 
on campus is at least as important as what 
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happened before. Specifically, he focuses on 
how well students are integrated into the 
classrooms and laboratories where instruc-
tion takes place and into the informal meet-
ing places such as dormitories, cafeterias, 
and hallways. In all of these situations, he 
notes, the quality and frequency of interac-
tions between students, faculty, and staff will 
shape students’ experiences and determine 
how well they “fit” at a particular institution.34 
Other theorists have placed greater weight 
on how cultural norms and organizational 
structures and processes may affect student 
success, but generally support Tinto’s dual 
emphasis on student attributes and institu-
tional practices as the keys to understanding 
college persistence and completion.35 

Some observers have argued that the prob-
lem of low persistence and completion would 
go away if primary and secondary schools did 
a better job of preparing students for col-
lege. There is certainly truth to this claim, 
and another article, if not a book, could be 
written on educational reforms and college 
preparatory programs that target younger 
students.36 But these reforms and programs 
will always fail to reach some students, and 
blaming the nation’s schools for poor college 
completion rates lets colleges and universi-
ties off the hook too easily. America’s higher 
education system has many strengths, but it is 
far from perfect, and policy makers and insti-
tutions can do much more to promote greater 
student success. Three areas seem particu-
larly ripe for reform: remedial education, 
student support services, and financial aid. 

Rethinking Remedial Education
That many students arrive on college cam-
puses unprepared to do college-level work is 
well known. Both two- and four-year institu-
tions face this deficit, though the nation has 
made a conscious policy choice in recent 

years to shift the primary teaching responsi-
bility for remedial education to community 
colleges. The most recent data from the 
Department of Education indicate that 42 
percent of freshmen at community colleges 
enroll in at least one remedial reading, writ-
ing, or mathematics course. At private and 
public four-year institutions, the figure ranges 
from 12 to 24 percent.37

Research and anecdotal evidence suggest that 
many students who are assigned to remedial 
education drop out of the classes (and often 
out of college) and that those who remain 
make slow progress. An analysis of data from 
the Department of Education’s National 
Education Longitudinal Study shows that 
only 28 percent of remedial students in 
two-year colleges attain a degree or certifi-
cate within eight and one-half years of entry 
(compared with 43 percent of nonremedial 
students), and that 52 percent of remedial 
students in four-year colleges finish bach-
elor’s degrees within this period (compared 
with 78 percent of students without remedial 
course work). The analysis also shows that 
remedial education delays time-to-degree for 
students in two-year colleges. Though seldom 
acknowledged, remedial education acts as a 
gatekeeper and quality control mechanism 
in most institutions.38 It allows underpre-
pared students access to campus facilities 
and resources, yet clearly divides them from 
students considered to be “college ready.” 

Is this the best that colleges and universities 
can do, or is it possible to remake remedial 
education so that greater numbers of stu-
dents acquire basic skills and go on to earn 
college degrees? Many educators believe that 
change is possible, noting the propensity of 
remedial education classes to use outmoded 
teaching methods—including repetition 
and memorization of material that does not 
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connect to students’ interests—and to isolate 
and marginalize students from the rest of 
the college community.39 Many reforms have 
been suggested or tried, but relatively few 
have been evaluated in a way that establishes 
a causal relationship between the reforms 
and educational attainment.40 

A notable exception is an evaluation of a 
Learning Communities program at 
Kingsborough Community College in 
Brooklyn, New York, one of four sites in a 
national demonstration project called 
Opening Doors.41 The goal of Opening Doors 
was to test interventions designed to increase 
persistence and raise academic achievement 
among low-income community college 
students. At all of the Opening Doors sites, 
students were randomly assigned either to a 
program group that received an enhanced set 
of services or to a control group that experi-
enced “business as usual” at the college. 
Random assignment ensures that the students 
in the program and control groups are similar 
at baseline; subsequent differences in educa-
tional attainment or other outcomes can 
therefore be attributed to the intervention, 
rather than to differences in student motiva-
tion or characteristics. The Opening Doors 
research was conducted by MDRC, in 

partnership with the MacArthur Network on 
Transitions to Adulthood. I discuss the other 
Opening Doors interventions later. 

Kingsborough’s Learning Communities pro-
gram targeted incoming freshmen, the great 
majority of whom required remedial English. 
Students were placed into groups of fifteen 
to twenty-five to take three of their first-
semester courses together: an English course 
(based on level of proficiency, but usually 
remedial); a regular college course like intro-
ductory psychology or health; and a student 
success course, taught by a college counselor, 
that covered time management, effective 
study habits, and other skills considered 
necessary to succeed in college. Faculty who 
taught in the Learning Communities were 
expected to coordinate assignments and meet 
periodically to review student progress. The 
idea was to build social cohesion between 
students and faculty and to make the sub-
ject matter more meaningful to students by 
integrating the content and helping students 
apply the concepts and lessons across the 
courses.42 

More than 1,500 students participated in 
the Learning Communities evaluation and 
were, as noted, randomly assigned to either a 
program group that participated in Learning 
Communities or a control group that took 
regular, unlinked courses. The students 
were young (mostly seventeen to twenty 
years old), low-income, and highly diverse 
in terms of race and ethnicity. Researchers 
tracked program and control group members 
for two years and found that students in the 
Learning Communities were more likely to 
feel integrated at school and to be engaged 
in their courses and with fellow students and 
instructors. They also passed more courses 
and earned more credits during their first 
semester, moved more quickly through 

Many reforms have been 
suggested or tried, but 
relatively few have been 
evaluated in a way that 
establishes a causal 
relationship between the 
reforms and educational 
attainment.
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remedial English requirements, and were 
more likely to take and pass an English skills 
assessment test that was required for gradua-
tion. It is important to note that these effects, 
while statistically significant, were generally 
modest. For example, after four semesters, 
students in the program group earned an 
average of 33.2 college credits, compared 
with an average of 30.8 credits for the control 
group (a difference of 2.4 credits, or less 
than one standard college course). Moreover, 
contrary to expectations, the Learning 
Communities did not have an immediate 
effect on persistence. Kingsborough is only 
one test, however, and a new set of random-
ized trials is under way to determine whether 
similarly structured programs at six com-
munity colleges around the country will help 
students complete remedial English or math 
requirements and persist.43 

As noted, one of the underlying concepts of 
Learning Communities is to make the course 
material more meaningful to students by 
linking the information covered in one class 
to the discussions and assignments in another 
class. Another way to make remedial educa-
tion more meaningful is exemplified by 
Washington State’s Integrated Basic 
Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) 
program. I-BEST offers “contextualized 
instruction,” which integrates basic English 
and math skills into college-level career or 
technical training in fields such as nursing, 
early childhood education, automobile repair, 
and data entry. For example, nursing students 
in the I-BEST program attend English 
classes that emphasize medical terminology 
and writing used in health care settings. If 
students have trouble making sense of the 
words because of limited English proficiency, 
they receive additional help in learning basic 
language skills. 

A recent evaluation comparing academic 
outcomes for 900 I-BEST participants with 
those of more than 31,000 students in regular 
remedial courses in Washington State com-
munity colleges found that I-BEST students 
had higher persistence rates, earned more 
credits toward a college credential, earned 
more occupational certificates, and showed 
greater increases on remedial education  
tests. The evaluation did not use a random-
assignment design and therefore cannot 
eliminate the possibility that students who 
were selected into I-BEST were more 
motivated or had other characteristics that 
may have distinguished them from students in 
regular remedial courses, although the authors 
controlled for observed differences in student 
backgrounds and enrollment patterns. The 
results suggest that the model holds promise 
and should be subject to more rigorous 
experimental evaluation in the future.44

Another approach to reforming remedial 
education is to accelerate the pace at which 
students move through it. For example, 
students who test just below college level 
may be assigned to a short-term review 
class rather than a full-semester course. 
Alternatively, colleges may set up basic skills 
“immersion” courses that are shorter in 
duration but require more hours of atten-
dance each week, to help students master 
the material more quickly. Such courses can 
be offered during the regular semester or 
during breaks between semesters.45 Incoming 
students may also be targeted for intensive 
remediation before they start classes to 
help them do better on basic skills assess-
ment tests and possibly avoid remediation 
altogether. A summer “bridge” program in 
Texas, for example, offers remedial English 
and math instruction along with general 
study skills to students who just finished 
high school and are about to enroll in a 
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community college or public university. To 
date, researchers have not produced evi-
dence on whether acceleration or immersion 
strategies improve student outcomes, though 
the Texas summer bridge program began 
undergoing a random-assignment evaluation 
in summer 2009.46 

Many other promising remedial education 
reforms have been suggested or tried. The 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching, for example, encourages adop-
tion of pedagogical practices that emphasize 
“high structure” and “high challenge”—for 
example, giving students step-by-step guide-
lines for undertaking complicated academic 
tasks, while also engaging them in authen-
tic debate and intellectual exchange. The 
foundation also encourages colleges and 
universities to adopt a strategy known as 
faculty inquiry, in which teachers formulate 
and explore questions about their students’ 
learning and use the answers to improve 
their teaching.47 Supplemental Instruction, 
another popular strategy, trains students who 
have passed remedial courses to lead study 
sessions for students currently enrolled in the 
courses; the leaders’ job is to review difficult 
concepts and serve as role models outside 
the classroom.48 Finally, many colleges and 
universities have developed remedial educa-
tion laboratories or “success centers” where 
students can receive individualized tutor-
ing, participate in study groups, and access 
computers loaded with instructional aids and 
review materials. 

College completion rates in the United States 
are not likely to improve until substantially 
greater numbers of students break through 
the remedial barrier. For that reason—and 
because the nation already invests between 
$1 billion and $2 billion in remedial educa-
tion programs—researchers must do much 

more to identify effective practices.49 The 
strategies I have outlined provide some 
promising venues for future evaluation; other 
ideas should be developed and tested as 
well. There is arguably no greater priority for 
research in higher education. 

Enhancing Student Advising  
and Support Services
Some students may arrive at college knowing 
exactly what they need to do to accomplish 
their goals. Most, however, need guidance to 
figure out which courses to take and in what 
sequence, how to add or drop courses and 
apply for financial aid, and what resources 
are available to help them adjust to campus 
life. Even after they have been in college for 
awhile, many students need help knowing 
how to fulfill their major requirements, file 
for graduation or transfer, and resolve per-
sonal or academic problems that may inter-
fere with their progress. One of the ironies 
in higher education is that institutions, such 
as Ivy League schools and highly selective 
liberal arts colleges, that enroll the best pre-
pared and most traditional students tend to 
offer the most such guidance, while institu-
tions that serve the least prepared and most 
nontraditional students tend to offer much 
less. In community colleges, counselor-to- 
student ratios of 1 to 1,000 are not uncom-
mon.50 A national survey of entering com-
munity college students found that 32 
percent did not attend a freshmen orientation 
program and half did not meet with or recall 
seeing an academic adviser during their first 
four weeks of college.51 

The primary reason why student services 
are so meager in some institutions is lack of 
funding. One study finds a general pattern in 
the United States of increased stratification in 
higher education and reductions in funding 
per student outside of top-tier institutions, 
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affecting course availability, student-faculty 
ratios, and student services. The authors 
make a strong case that these reductions 
explain the increase in time-to-degree at 
less selective colleges and universities.52 In 
California, for example, community colleges 
receive less than half the funding per full-
time enrolled student that the state universi-
ties receive, and only about one-fifth as much 
as the University of California.53 In addition, 
California community colleges are limited by 
state law in the percentage of their budget 
that can be devoted to non-instructional 
activities, which further constrains their abil-
ity to provide adequate support services. 

Since the late 1960s, the federal govern-
ment has funded TRIO programs (so-called 
because initially TRIO consisted of three pro-
grams) to serve and assist low-income, first-
generation college students, and students 
with disabilities, to progress from middle 
school to post-baccalaureate programs. The 
largest and best-known TRIO program, 
Upward Bound, is geared toward helping 
disadvantaged high school students prepare 
for college. A smaller and lesser-known 
program, Student Support Services, provides 
funds for basic skills instruction, tutoring, 
academic advising, financial aid and career 
counseling, transfer and graduate school 
counseling, and mentoring to disadvantaged 
students on college and university campuses. 
In 2003–04, the Student Support Services 
program awarded more than 936 grants to 
colleges and universities and reached more 
than 200,000 students nationwide, about half 
of whom were in community colleges. 

The Student Support Services program has 
not been subject to rigorous impact evalu-
ation, though a Department of Education 
report indicates that it succeeded in reaching 
a needy target group. The report also states 

that more than two-thirds of full-time fresh-
men who received Student Support Services 
in community colleges persisted to their 
second year of college, and that 9 percent of 
these students earned an associate’s degree 
at the end of two years.54 Without a control 
group, however, it is impossible to know 
whether that record represents an improve-
ment over what students would have accom-
plished on their own, had the extra services 
not been available.

As part of the Opening Doors demonstration 
discussed above, MDRC and the MacArthur 
Network on Transitions to Adulthood con-
ducted random-assignment studies of two 
enhanced student services programs oper-
ating at community colleges. One of these 
programs, at Chaffey College in California, 
targeted a traditional group of community col-
lege students who were on probation because 
of poor grades or an excessive number of 
course withdrawals.55 The program featured 
a College Success course, taught by a coun-
selor, in which students addressed such topics 
as personal motivation, time management, 

The current financial aid 
system has significant flaws, 
but more money is available 
than students or the general 
public often realizes. The 
federal government now 
spends $18.6 billion a year on 
grant aid and an additional 
$70 billion on student loan 
programs.
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college expectations, and note-taking and 
test-taking skills. The program also included 
additional counseling and required students to 
make use of the college’s “Success Centers,” 
where students could get help from instructors 
or tutors in reading, writing, or math. 

Chaffey recruited nearly 900 students to par-
ticipate in the evaluation during the first year, 
and close to 450 students during the second 
year. The students were generally young, 
and three out of five were female. Hispanics 
made up a slight majority; whites accounted 
for about a fourth of the sample. As in the 
other Opening Doors sites, students at 
Chaffey were randomly assigned to program 
and control groups. Control group members 
did not have access to the College Success 
class, but could take advantage of the Success 
Centers and any other campus resources on 
their own if they chose. 

In its first year Chaffey’s program was not 
implemented as planned. Word went out 
that the program was voluntary, and only 
about half the students who were assigned to 
the program group enrolled in the College 
Success class. Moreover, some of the coun-
selors reported that they did not fully under-
stand their roles or require students to visit 
the Success Centers. The evaluation of the 
first-year program showed no measurable 
effects. However, to the college’s credit, 
administrators and staff came back together 
and addressed the major implementation 
problems before the second-year program 
began. Perhaps most important, after they 
informed students in the program group that 
enrollment in the College Success class was 
mandatory, participation rates rose to nearly 
75 percent. The counselors were also better 
prepared and enforced the Success Center 
visits more consistently. The effects of the 
second-year program after two semesters 

were large and significant. Students in the 
program group earned an average of 8.3 
college credits, compared with an average of 
5.6 credits for students in the control group. 
And almost twice as many students in the 
program group as in the control group got 
off probation and returned to good academic 
standing. The turnaround between the 
first- and second-year results underscores 
the importance not only of a good program 
model, but of strong implementation and 
high participation. Longer follow-up will be 
needed to determine whether the effects 
from the second-year program translate into 
increased persistence and degree completion 
at Chaffey. 

The other enhanced student services pro-
gram evaluated as part of the Opening Doors 
demonstration was operated by Lorain 
County Community College and Owens 
Community College, both in Ohio.56 The 
Ohio program, it should be noted, targeted 
a different group of students than Chaffey: 
beginning freshmen and continuing students 
who had completed fewer than thirteen 
credits. Some of the students showed signs of 
academic trouble, but they were not on aca-
demic probation. The Ohio sample was also 
largely nontraditional, consisting mostly of 
working women in their mid-twenties. A little 
more than 2,100 students were randomly 
assigned to program and control groups.

For the program group, the Ohio colleges 
offered counseling and advising services 
that were much more regular, intensive, and 
personalized than they (or other community 
colleges) typically provide. The counselor-to-
student ratio was less than 1 to 160, com-
pared with 1 to 1,000 for students randomly 
assigned to the control group. In addition, the 
program paid students a modest stipend of 
$150 if they completed at least two counselor 
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visits a semester. The enhanced counseling 
services lasted two semesters. Close to 90 
percent of students in the program group 
saw a counselor at least once during this 
time, and results from a survey indicated 
that almost two-thirds of the program group 
reported having at least three academic 
advising sessions during their first year in 
the study, compared with only 40 percent of 
the control group. Even so, the intervention 
resulted in only a temporary improvement in 
persistence. Students in the program group 
were more likely to register for college after 
one semester in the program, but the effect 
went away as soon as the more intensive 
services ended. There was no effect on other 
key indicators of academic performance, such 
as credits earned.

The collective findings from the Chaffey and 
Ohio Opening Doors programs suggest that 
enhanced student services have the poten-
tial to improve student outcomes, but that 
researchers must do more to determine the 
precise ingredients of an effective program. 
The choice of target group seems to be one 
such ingredient, judging by the fact that the 
relatively young, traditional group of students 
at Chaffey seemed to benefit more from an 
intervention than a relatively older, nontradi-
tional group of students in Ohio. Of course, 
the Chaffey students were also all on aca-
demic probation, which could mean they had 
more to gain from an intervention. The qual-
ity and intensity of the program also seemed 
to matter. The Chaffey model, with its 
combination of the College Success course, 
Success Center visits, and individualized 
counseling, was more intensive overall than 
the Ohio model, but it worked only when it 
was implemented well and when participa-
tion rates crossed a certain threshold. The 
Ohio program produced a positive impact on 
persistence while students were still receiving 

the enhanced counseling and advising, which 
suggests it may have had a more enduring 
effect if it had lasted longer than two semes-
ters. As noted, more selective colleges and 
universities tend to provide intensive coun-
seling and advising on an ongoing basis. 

Making Financial Aid More Effective
In their article in this volume, Sheldon 
Danziger and David Ratner examine how 
uncertainty over how to pay for college and 
impediments to borrowing keep many young 
adults from attending college. As I discuss 
below, the current financial aid system has 
significant flaws, but more money is available 
than students or the general public often 
realizes. The federal government now spends 
$18.6 billion a year on grant aid and an 
additional $70 billion on student loan pro-
grams.57 It also spends about $2 billion on the 
federal work-study program, which pays for 
up to 75 percent of the wages low-income 
students can earn at jobs on campus or with 
other participating employers.58 Many states 
operate financial aid programs as well, 
supplementing the funds provided by the 
federal government. 

Students are awarded some combination of 
these funds after completing a Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA). College financial aid offices make 
individual awards to students using a formula 
that takes into account the cost of attendance 
at the institution and the student’s expected 
family contribution based on income and 
assets. Grant aid does not need to be paid 
back and is arguably the most important tool 
to promote college-going among low-income 
students, particularly because research shows 
that many low-income students are reluctant 
to take out loans, even when they have high 
levels of need.59 Pell Grants provide the most 
funding and serve the most students, 
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followed by the Supplemental Education 
Opportunity Grant. In 2006, Congress also 
established Academic Competitiveness 
Grants and SMART Grants to provide 
financial support to students from lower-
income families who meet criteria related to 
academic achievement and course of study.60 

Unlike federal grants, student loans are 
available to families in all income brackets, 
although only lower-income students may 
qualify for subsidized loans (meaning that the 
federal government pays the interest while 
students are enrolled in school). The federal 
government also funds an array of tax credits 
that enable students and their families to 
reduce their federal income tax obligation 
in relation to the tuition costs they pay each 
year. These tax credits primarily support 
middle- and upper-income families.61 

Despite the large federal investment in finan-
cial aid, researchers know little about how 
effective the various federal programs are in 
promoting higher education attendance or 
completion. To determine how student aid 
affects college attendance, Susan Dynarski 
examined the Social Security Student Benefit 
program, which between 1965 and 1982 paid 
the college costs for eighteen- to twenty-
two-year-old children whose parents had 
qualified for Social Security benefits but were 
deceased. The sudden elimination of the 
program made it possible to compare how 
students in similar circumstances responded 
before and after the change. Dynarski found 
that an offer of $1,000 in grant aid increased 
the probability of attending college by about 
3.6 percentage points and also increased col-
lege completion. These estimates are con-
sistent with other analyses of the effects of 
variation in tuition costs at public institutions 
within states and of a merit aid program in 
Georgia, known as the Helping Outstanding 

Pupils Educationally (HOPE) scholarship 
(discussed further below).62 

Although the effects of the federal govern-
ment’s financial aid programs may be uncer-
tain, this much is clear: the present system 
has few supporters. Chief among the criti-
cisms is that government aid has not kept up 
with the rising costs of college attendance; 
the various grant, loan, and tax credit pro-
grams are duplicative, inefficient, and not 
always successful in directing federal aid to 
the neediest students and families; and the 
process of applying for federal aid is need-
lessly complex.63 The Obama administra-
tion has made the overhaul of financial aid 
a priority and has increased the value of 
the Pell Grant (from $4,731 to $5,350) and 
raised the tuition tax credit (from $1,800 to 
$2,500) as part of the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act.64 The administration 
plans to make these changes permanent in 
its 2010 budget and to tie future increases 
in Pell Grants to the Consumer Price Index. 
It has also proposed to consolidate the tax 
credits into one program and make them 
refundable for low-income families and to 
restructure student loan programs so that 
they are provided directly through the fed-
eral government rather than through private 
lenders.65 Finally, the administration recently 
announced plans to simplify the financial aid 
application process.66

A forthcoming evaluation of a program in 
Ohio and North Carolina that helped low-
income families complete the federal finan-
cial aid application process indicates that 
FAFSA simplification may have a substantial 
payoff. The program targeted families with 
annual incomes below $45,000 and at least 
one household member between the ages of 
fifteen and thirty who did not have a col-
lege degree. The goal was not only to make 
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Georgia program increased course withdraw-
als, presumably because students worried 
about maintaining the required grade point 
average. It may also have contributed to 
overall grade inflation and price increases in 
the state’s public university.71 Finally, some 
observers have expressed concern that merit-
based scholarships may crowd out need-
based financial aid and go to students from 
more privileged backgrounds.72

A slight twist on the merit-based scholar-
ship idea is the performance-based scholar-
ship. MDRC and the MacArthur Network 
tested one version in Louisiana as part of 
the Opening Doors demonstration; another 
model was tested by researchers in Canada. 
Performance-based scholarships differ 
from merit-based scholarships in that they 
are predicated not on students’ past per-
formance, but rather on how students do 
after the scholarship is awarded. Students 
“earn” the scholarship as they get passing 
grades or meet other progress benchmarks. 
Performance-based scholarships may also 
include a student services component. The 
programs in Louisiana and Canada, for 
example, both hired counselors to monitor 
students’ academic progress and help them 
satisfy scholarship conditions.

The Louisiana program, operated at two 
community colleges in the New Orleans area, 
offered $1,000 for each of two semesters 
($2,000 total) if students stayed in college at 
least half-time and maintained a “C” average. 
The scholarships were paid in increments at 
the beginning, middle, and end of the semes-
ter, and program counselors monitored stu-
dents’ academic performance. Because state 
welfare funds were used to pay for the schol-
arship, eligibility was limited to students who 
were parents and whose household income 
was below 200 percent of the federal poverty 

families aware of how much aid they might 
qualify for if a family member attended a 
college or university but also to provide such 
information early enough to influence deci-
sions about whether to apply to college and 
enroll. Through random assignment, one 
group of families received assistance from 
trained H&R Block employees to fill out the 
FAFSA, using information captured off their 
federal income tax forms; the other group 
received no such assistance, but could com-
plete the FAFSA on their own. Early results 
indicate that the intervention produced 
substantial positive effects on financial aid 
receipt and college enrollment.67

Critics of the current financial aid system also 
charge that it does not do enough to encour-
age high academic achievement, persistence, 
and completion.68 One strategy, popular 
among many states, is to create merit-based 
scholarship programs that reward students 
who have demonstrated their ability to earn 
good grades in high school and college. One 
of the best-known examples is the previously 
mentioned HOPE scholarship in Georgia, 
which now provides annual grants of up to 
$3,500 to students who graduated from a 
public high school with a 3.0, or “B,” grade 
point average and who maintain that average 
in college.69 

A comprehensive analysis of merit-based 
scholarship programs in seven states, includ-
ing Georgia, found that the HOPE scholar-
ship and other programs like it increased 
the probability of college attendance among 
college-age youth by 5 to 7 percentage points 
and that they encouraged students to attend 
four-year institutions rather than two-year 
schools. Some of the state programs also 
appeared to close racial and ethnic gaps in 
schooling.70 Although this finding came as 
good news, there was also evidence that the 
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level. A little more than 1,000 students 
enrolled in the study and were randomly 
assigned to program and control groups. Most 
were African American women in their twen-
ties, and most had one or two children. The 
evaluation found that the scholarship program 
gave these students a substantial boost. They 
were more likely to register for college and 
attend full-time, even though only half-time 
enrollment was required to receive a scholar-
ship. They were also more likely to persist 
in college. In the second semester of the 
program, 65 percent of the program group 
registered for courses, compared with 50 
percent of the control group. Significant dif-
ferences remained over four semesters. And, 
finally, students in the program group earned 
better grades and completed more course 
credits than those in the control group, earn-
ing on average 3.5 more credits (a little more 
than one standard college course) over four 
semesters. The study also found that students 
in the program had more social support and 
felt more confident that they would achieve 
their personal and academic goals.73

The Canadian study took place at a campus 
of a large, public, four-year university. Like 
the Louisiana program, the Canadian program 
—called the Student Achievement and 
Retention Project (STAR)—lasted two 
semesters. It differed in one major way: 
students received higher payments when they 
earned better grades. Students received a 
$1,000 payment if they earned grades 
between a “C+” and a “B” and up to $5,000 if 
they earned grades of “A-” or better. The 
Canadian program also targeted a more 
traditional group of students than the 
Louisiana program. 

The Project STAR researchers randomly 
assigned more than 1,600 students, all first-
year undergraduates, to three treatment 

groups: one that received only the scholar-
ship, one that received only enhanced coun-
seling, and one that received the scholarship 
and the enhanced counseling combined. The 
combination of scholarships and counseling 
yielded the best results, including significant 
effects on grades and persistence. The schol-
arship alone also produced positive effects, 
but not as large; and the counseling alone 
produced no effects. Finally, the analysis 
showed that the positive effects were concen-
trated among women.74 

Both the Louisiana and the Canadian stud-
ies point to the promise of performance-
based scholarships in improving academic 
outcomes. The studies also suggest that 
researchers have more to learn about how 
best to design and implement such pro-
grams: which groups of students to target, 
what scholarship amount is optimal, and 
what role counselors should play, among 
other issues. A random-assignment study 
is now under way in New York, Ohio, New 
Mexico, and California to test variations of 
performance-based scholarships, including 
different models of service delivery and dif-
ferent target groups.75 Another large random-
assignment study in Wisconsin is testing the 

If there is one overarching 
lesson from this review, it 
is that changes in higher 
education policies and 
practices can lead to 
improvements in college 
attendance, persistence,  
and completion.
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value added of a scholarship alone, without 
performance criteria, for low-income parents 
attending state colleges and universities.76 

Conclusion
If there is one overarching lesson from this 
review, it is that changes in higher education 
policies and practices can lead to improve-
ments in college attendance, persistence, 
and completion. That insight is evident 
from dramatic changes in the number and 
composition of students attending colleges 
and universities since the mid-1960s, when 
federal policy makers and college and uni-
versity administrators acted aggressively to 
open higher education to excluded groups. It 
is also evident from the rigorous evaluations 
performed on various interventions designed 
to help college students succeed. 

This is not to say that the problems of college 
access and completion are fully solved—
far from it. Some groups, such as African 
American and Hispanic males, are sorely 
underrepresented on college campuses. 
Overall rates of degree attainment have not 
improved in decades. Time-to-degree is also 
increasing, particularly at two-year institu-
tions. Remedial education programs often 
do a better job of weeding students out 
than helping them advance to college-level 
courses and degrees. Such trends run counter 
to the country’s need for a sizable college-
educated workforce in an era of global 
competition. Similarly, young people need a 
college degree to better their chance of land-
ing a well-paying, stable job and supporting a 
family. 

To boost college completion rates in the 
United States, policy makers and educators 
must act on two fronts. First they must 
encourage development and implementation 
of strategies that lead to greater student 

success. I have identified several such 
strategies—learning communities and 
performance-based scholarships, for exam-
ple—but much more needs to be done to 
bring proven strategies to scale and to 
incubate new ideas that might lead to better 
results. The Obama administration has put 
forth proposals to support such efforts, and 
several major philanthropies have indicated 
their intentions to invest in higher education 
reforms as well.77 Given the severe financial 
pressures on most states and institutions, the 
challenge will be to make sure that new funds 
are used to make meaningful changes in 
existing programs and services, not to fill 
budget gaps or support business as usual.

Second, policy makers and practitioners must 
place much greater emphasis on evaluat-
ing reforms. Aside from the studies I have 
described, there is very little research that 
demonstrates the efficacy of most higher 
education interventions. Randomized control 
trials—the best means of establishing a causal 
connection between an intervention and 
student outcomes—are rare. Without clear 
evidence on what to do differently, colleges 
and universities are likely to continue the 
same kinds of programs and services that 
they have been running for years, and with 
similar results. Researchers must actively 
disseminate evaluation findings and technical 
assistance to help administrators, faculty, and 
staff adapt the most effective program strate-
gies to their campuses. 

A recurrent theme in this volume is the 
obstacles that face many young people 
making the transition to adulthood. William 
Bowen and Derek Bok make this point in 
their book on minority students in higher 
education, called The Shape of the River: 
“We often hear of the importance of keeping 
young people moving through the ‘pipeline’ 
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from elementary school to high school to 
college, on through graduate and profes-
sional schools, and into jobs, family respon-
sibilities, and civic life. But this image is 
misleading, with its connotation of a smooth, 
well-defined, and well-understood passage. 
It is more helpful to think of the nurturing 
of talent as a process akin to moving down a 
winding river, with rock-strewn rapids and 
slow channels, muddy at times and clear at 
others.”78

The authors’ words point to the need for a 
paradigm shift throughout higher education. 
To increase college persistence and comple-
tion, policy makers and educators must take 
a harder look at the needs and circumstances 
of the students they are serving and must 
ask what might be done to help them navi-
gate more effectively the rocks and shoals 
of higher education. The answer is likely 
to require greater public investment in the 
institutions that provide the most access to 
nontraditional and underprepared students: 
community colleges and other less selective 
institutions. 
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Summary
According to Sheldon Danziger and David Ratner, changes in the labor market over the past 
thirty-five years, such as labor-saving technological changes, increased globalization, declining 
unionization, and the failure of the minimum wage to keep up with inflation, have made it more 
difficult for young adults to attain the economic stability and self-sufficiency that are important 
markers of the transition to adulthood. Young men with no more than a high school degree have 
difficulty earning enough to support a family. Even though young women have achieved gains in 
earnings, employment, and schooling relative to men in recent decades, those without a college 
degree also struggle to achieve economic stability and self-sufficiency.

The authors begin by describing trends in labor market outcomes for young adults—median 
annual earnings, the extent of low-wage work, employment rates, job instability, and the returns 
to education. Then they examine how these outcomes may contribute to delays in other mark-
ers of the transition to adulthood—completing an education, establishing independent living 
arrangements, and marrying and having children. They conclude that adverse changes in labor 
market outcomes are related to those delays but have not been shown to be the primary cause. 

Danziger and Ratner next consider several public policy reforms that might improve the eco-
nomic outlook for young adults. They recommend policies that would increase the returns to 
work, especially for less-educated workers. They propose raising the federal minimum wage 
and adjusting it annually to maintain its value relative to the median wage. Expanding the 
Earned Income Tax Credit for childless low-wage workers, the authors say, could also raise 
the take-home pay of many young adult workers, with minimal adverse employment effects. 
New policies should also provide work opportunities for young adults who cannot find steady 
employment either because of poor economic conditions or because of physical and mental dis-
abilities or criminal records that make it hard for them to work steadily even when the economy 
is strong. Finally, the authors recommend increasing federal Pell grants for college and improv-
ing access to credit for would-be college students to raise the educational attainment of young 
adults from low-income families. 
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One key marker of the transi-
tion to adulthood is achiev-
ing success in the labor 
market—in particular, 
attaining economic stabil-

ity and self-sufficiency.1 Over the past thirty 
years, changes in the labor market have made 
it more difficult for young adults to achieve 
financial independence. The labor market 
prospects of young men have declined, and 
the gap between less- and more-educated 
young adults has widened. Young men, 
particularly those with no more than a high 
school degree, now find it more difficult to 
earn enough to support a family than they 
did during the mid-1970s. And although 
young women have made remarkable gains 
in earnings, employment, and educational 
attainment since the mid-1970s, those 
without a college degree now have, like their 
male counterparts, great difficulty achieving 
economic stability. 

How have the labor market difficulties of 
today’s less-educated young adults affected 
other milestones in the transition to adult-
hood? Certainly employment and earnings 
prospects can influence decisions about how 
much education to pursue, when to move out 
of the parental home, and when to marry and 
have children. Without a sufficient and steady 
income, a young adult might decide to delay 
marriage and might not be able to qualify 
for a home mortgage. The worsened eco-
nomic prospects of young men with no more 
than a high school degree might lead young 
women to stay in school longer, to focus more 
on their own careers, and to delay family 
formation and childbearing. The empirical 
evidence assembled by researchers, however, 
does not support the view that young adults’ 
delays in completing an education, in estab-
lishing independent living arrangements, and 
in marrying have been caused primarily by 

the increased labor market difficulties of less-
educated men.2

We begin by reviewing labor market changes 
since the end of World War II. Next we 
document how changes since the mid-1970s 
have affected the extent to which young 
adults have achieved economic stability and 
self-sufficiency. We then discuss how these 
changes may have contributed to delays 
in other markers of the transition to adult-
hood. We conclude that attaining economic 
self-sufficiency is necessary for a success-
ful transition to adulthood even if it does 
not guarantee success on other markers of 
adulthood. Finally, we describe public policy 
reforms that might improve the labor market 
fortunes of young adults, especially those 
with no more than a high school degree, and 
facilitate the transition to economic stability 
and self-sufficiency.

Overview of Labor Market Changes
The quarter-century following World War II 
was a “golden age” for most workers and their 
families. Employment and earnings grew rap-
idly for workers in all educational groups, even 
for men with a high school degree or less.3 
Recessions were relatively short and mild. 
Well-paying manufacturing jobs allowed many 
men to support a family on a single income. 
The share of men holding jobs that provided 
pensions and subsidized health insurance 
increased. The era of steady economic growth, 
rising real wage rates, and improved living 
standards for most workers ended by the 
mid-1970s. Lisa Bell and several colleagues 
document that the United States and other 
industrial countries—Canada, the United 
Kingdom, and Germany among them—saw a 
worsening of labor market prospects for young 
adults from the mid-1970s to the end of the 
twentieth century. 4 In most of these countries, 
the share of young adults, particularly men, 
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able to earn an income sufficient to support a 
family declined. 

In that same period in the United States, 
inequality in earnings and family incomes 
grew, and some government safety net 
programs eroded. The share of jobless 
workers receiving unemployment insurance 
and the share of single mothers receiv-
ing cash welfare declined. A series of labor 
market changes—computerization and 
other forms of labor-saving technology that 
reduced employer demand for less-educated 
workers, declines in the inflation-adjusted 
minimum wage, declining shares of workers 
covered by union contracts, and increased 
globalization—created hardships for many 
workers, especially men with no more than 
a high school degree. Claudia Goldin and 
Lawrence Katz attribute almost two-thirds of 
the increased earnings inequality to techno-
logical innovation that favored skilled over 
unskilled workers.5 Now, as a result, young 
men with no more than a high school degree 
have lower employment rates, lower real 
wages, and less access to private pensions 
and employer-subsidized health insurance 
than did similar young workers during the 
mid-1970s. 

Most of the economic gains of the past 
several decades accrued to the wealthiest 
families and highest earners.6 Figure 1 shows 
rising inequality in hourly wage rates from 
1979 to 2007 among men and women aged 
twenty-five to thirty-four. 7 For both young 
men and women, wage growth at the 90th 
percentile of the distribution outpaced that at 
the median and the 20th percentile. Wages at 
the 90th percentile of female earners grew 35 
percent, from $21.29 to $28.75 an hour, 
compared with 13.7 percent for the median 
female worker, from $12.31 to $14.00, and 
only 4 percent for the 20th percentile, from 

$8.65 to $9.00. Among men, wages grew 10 
percent for the highest earners, from $29.57 
to $32.50 an hour, but fell 14.5 percent for 
the median worker, from $18.30 to $15.65, 
and fell 19 percent, from $12.38 to $10.00, at 
the 20th percentile. 

As figure 1 shows, the labor market prospects 
of young women aged twenty-five to thirty-
four improved between 1973 and 2007. More 
young women are now working, and their 
earnings have increased both relative to 
inflation and relative to those of young men. 
But women continue to earn less than men. 
In 2007, the median hourly wage of a young 
female worker was 89 percent that of a young 
male ($14.00 compared with $15.65). 

The improvements in economic well-being in 
the quarter-century leading up to the mid-
1970s affected the transition to adulthood in 
similar ways for most workers. By contrast, 
the employment and earnings changes of the 
past three decades have affected that transi-
tion in ways that vary sharply by gender and 
education. Young male high school gradu-
ates take longer now than they did in the 
mid-1970s to become self-sufficient and to 
earn enough to support a family by working 
steadily in a job with good wages and ben-
efits. Young women, however, are more likely 
to attain self-sufficiency now than they were 
in the mid-1970s. 

The severe recession that started in 
December 2007 and the simultaneous large 
declines in the value of homes and the net 
worth of families imply that the economic 
prospects of young adults in the next several 
years will be worse than the data presented 
here suggest. As workers with the least labor 
force experience, young adults are likely to 
be disproportionately hurt during recessions 
(“last hired, first fired”). And some young 
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adults may find that their parents’ declining 
net worth will require them to rely more on 
their own earnings and less on parental sup-
port. Although the full negative labor market 
effects of this recession are not yet known, 
the employment rates and wage rates of 
young adults will likely be lower in 2010 than 
they were in 2007 (the last year of data avail-
able at this writing).

Labor Market Outcome Trends  
for Young Adults
As noted, a young adult’s ability to work 
steadily and become economically self- 
sufficient is a primary, if not the most impor-
tant, marker of a successful transition to 
adulthood. We next describe changes in 
young workers’ median earnings, in the 
extent of low-wage work, in employment 
rates and job stability, and in educational 
attainment and the returns to schooling. We 
note how many of these changes differ by 
education, gender, and race and ethnicity.8 
Over the past three decades, the two primary 
labor market trends for young adults have 

been the declining economic status of those 
with at most a high school degree relative to 
those with a college degree or more and the 
increasing economic status of women relative 
to men.9

We focus on “older” young adults, those aged 
twenty-five to thirty-four, most of whom have 
completed their education and are intent on 
establishing themselves in the labor market. 
Peter Edelman, Harry Holzer, and Paul 
Offner note that younger male high school 
graduates and dropouts have fared even 
worse economically than the age group on 
which we focus. 10 Updating their analysis of 
young men aged sixteen to twenty-four who 
are neither enrolled in school nor employed11 
(men they define as “idle,” indicating exten-
sive labor market problems), we find that the 
2008 idleness rate for young men of that age 
group was 12 percent for whites, 21 percent 
for blacks, and 15 percent for Hispanics. 
Among women aged sixteen to twenty-four, 
that rate was 13 percent for whites, 21 percent 
for blacks, and 26 percent for Hispanics. 

Figure 1. Hourly Wages of Workers Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four, by Gender and Percentile of the 
Earnings Distribution, 1979 and 2007
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As another indicator of labor market prob-
lems, Andrew Sum and several colleagues 
point out that teens have more trouble finding 
summer jobs now than they did three decades 
ago.12 In July 1973, the summer employment 
rate for youth aged sixteen to nineteen was 52 
percent for boys and 40 percent for girls.13 By 
2007, these rates had fallen to 34 percent and 
36 percent. Thus, economic trends for 
younger workers are more negative than they 
are for twenty-five to thirty-four-year-olds, 
who are the focus here. 

Median Annual Earnings by Education, 
Gender, and Race and Ethnicity
The median annual earnings (in constant 
2007 dollars) of men aged twenty-five to 
thirty-four who worked at some time during 
the year fell by 21 percent between 1973 and 
2007 (from $41,712 to $33,000); the median 
earnings of women workers of that age 
increased by 62 percent (from $16,685 to 
$27,000).14 The large annual earnings 
increase for young women was attributable 
both to increased employment and to 

increased real wages (the latter shown in 
figure 1). 

Figure 2 compares median annual earnings of 
employed high school graduates aged twenty-
five to thirty-four, by race and ethnicity and by 
gender, in 1973 and 2007. For white non-
Hispanics, black non-Hispanics, and Hispanics, 
the inflation-adjusted median earnings of male 
high school graduates fell by 26, 25, and 29 
percent, respectively (left side of figure 2).15 
For women (right side of figure 2), the median 
for whites, blacks, and Hispanics rose by 37, 7, 
and 7 percent, respectively. Thus, for each 
race and ethnic group, the earnings of young 
women increased relative to those of young 
men. Figure 3 shows a similar pattern among 
college graduates. The earnings of young 
women increased relative to those of young 
men for each of the three race and ethnic 
groups. Median earnings increased for 
women, but were mostly unchanged for men. 

A comparison of the left sides of figures 2 and 
3 shows the widening educational differential 

Figure 2. Median Annual Earnings of Employed High School Graduates, Aged Twenty-Five to 
Thirty-Four, by Race and Gender, 1973 and 2007

Note: Data are adjusted to 2007 dollars using the CPI-U-RS. Employed = worked at any time during year. March CPS.
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for each race and ethnic group, holding 
gender constant. For example, in 1973, white 
male high school graduates earned 83 
percent as much as white male college 
graduates ($41,712 compared with $50,055); 
by 2007, they earned only 62 percent as 
much ($31,000 compared with $50,000).

The Extent of Low-Wage Work
Trends in the median do not reveal how 
workers at other points in the wage distribu-
tion fared during a period of rising inequal-
ity. Thus, we examine changes in the share 
of young adults who are “low-wage work-
ers,” which we define as those earning less 
than $9 an hour in 2007 dollars. This wage 
exceeds the 2007 national minimum wage of 
$5.85 and corresponds to the 15th percentile 
of the 2007 wage distribution for all young 
adult workers. Working full-time, full-year 
(forty hours, fifty-two weeks) at this wage 
yields annual earnings of $18,720, which 
falls between the official poverty lines for a 
family of three persons and a family of four 
persons.16

Figure 4 shows that between 1979 and 2007, 
the percentage of young workers who earned 
less than $9 an hour increased for men in 
each of the race and ethnic groups and 
declined for women across the board. White 
men were 3 percentage points more likely to 
have low wages in 2007 than in 1979, 
whereas white women were 7 points less 
likely. Young Hispanic men were much more 
likely than white and black men to be low 
earners in 2007, and had the largest increase 
since 1979. Among young women, the 
declines were greatest for whites. In 2007 
young women, especially the mothers of 
young children, had more education and 
more labor force experience and thus earned 
higher wages than their counterparts in 
1979.17 

Employment Rate Differences by  
Education, Race and Ethnicity,  
and Gender
The level and trends in the annual employ-
ment rate also differed by gender. Among 
all young men, the employment rate fell 6.6 

Note: Data are adjusted to 2007 dollars using the CPI-U-RS. Employed = worked at any time during year. March CPS.

Figure 3. Median Annual Earnings of Employed College Graduates, Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four, 
by Race and Gender, 1973 and 2007
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percentage points between 1973 and 2007, 
whereas for young women, the rate rose 
16.1 points. The gender gap in employment, 
therefore, fell from 35.4 to 12.7 points over 
this period. 

Chinhui Juhn, Kevin Murphy, and Robert 
Topel document an increase in the fraction of 
the year workers spend either unemployed or 
out of the labor force—the non-employment 
rate.18 When we update their analysis for 
young adult men, the non-employment rate 
rose from 7.2 percent to 12.5 percent from 
1973 to 2007. For women, the fraction of the 
year spent not working declined from 55 
percent to 38 percent.19 The rate increased 
the most for black male high school dropouts, 
who spent 49 percent of the year on average 
non-employed in 2007, up from 18 percent  
in 1973.20 

Juhn, Murphy, and Topel attribute part of the 
rise in male non-employment to the lower 
real wages offered by employers who, in part 
because of labor-saving technological changes, 

hired fewer less-educated men relative to 
more-educated ones. Michael Elsby and 
Matthew Shapiro suggest that choosing to 
work is analogous to getting on a “wage escala-
tor,” whereby workers earn higher wages with 
each year of labor force experience.21 Because 
the “wage escalator” for the less-educated flat-
tened after the mid-1970s, the payoff to work 
over a lifetime has fallen substantially. 

Figure 5 compares the annual employment 
rates in 1973 and 2007 for high school gradu-
ates aged twenty-four to thirty-five, by gen-
der and race.22 Among men, the employment 
rate fell 23 percentage points for blacks, 
7.3 points for whites, and 4.4 points for 
Hispanics, with the result that male Hispanic 
high school graduates in 2007 worked more 
than their white and black counterparts. 
Employment rates increased for each of the 
three groups of female high school graduates. 
Between 1973 and 2007, the male-female 
employment gap shrank for whites from 39.6 
percentage points to 16.8 percentage points 
and for Hispanics from 31.7 points to 25.3 

Figure 4. Percentage of Workers, Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four, Earning Less than $9 an Hour, by 
Gender and Race, 1979 and 2007

Note: Data are adjusted to 2007 dollars using the CPI-U-RS. Employed = worked at any time during year. CPS ORG data.
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points. For black high school graduates, the 
gender gap in employment had been essen-
tially eliminated by 2007; employment rates 
were 75.5 and 72.7 percent, respectively for 
women and men.

One reason why employment declined more 
for young black men than for young white 
men is the dramatic rise in incarceration rates 
for black men over the past three decades 
and the negative effect of a criminal record 
on an employer’s willingness to hire.23 Steven 
Raphael reports that in 2001, among all adult 
men, 2.6 percent of non-Hispanic whites, 
16.6 percent of non-Hispanic blacks, and 
7.7 percent of Hispanics had served time in 
prison.24 Among younger cohorts, incarcera-
tion rates are higher: more than two-thirds of 
black male high school dropouts, and one-
third of those with less than a college educa-
tion, had been incarcerated by the time they 
reached their early thirties.25 Harry Holzer 
finds that increased incarceration accounts for 
an employment decline among black men of 
from 4 to 9 percentage points.26

William Julius Wilson offers several additional 
reasons for the more rapid decline in black 
employment—young black males’ lower edu-
cational attainment (a “skills mismatch”), their 
residential concentration in the inner city 
during an era when jobs were moving to the 
suburbs (a “spatial mismatch”), and persisting 
employer racial discrimination, often reflected 
in how firms advertise for and recruit entry-
level workers.27

Job Instability
Over the past thirty years the labor market 
has also seen increased “churning”—a term 
used by economists to refer to movements 
from employment to unemployment (invol-
untary job changes) as well as movements 
from one job to another (voluntary job 
changes), especially among younger work-
ers.28 Involuntary job changes tend to be 
associated with negative outcomes; voluntary 
changes, with positive outcomes.29 Regardless 
of the subsequent wage changes associated 
with churning, job instability can lead young 
adults to postpone marriage or childbearing 

Figure 5. Employment Rate of High School Graduates, Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four, by Gender 
and Race, 1973 and 2007

Note: Employed = worked at any time during year. March CPS.
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decisions and can reduce the likelihood of 
independent living. By making future employ-
ment and earnings more uncertain, increased 
churning makes purchasing a home or having 
a child a riskier decision.

The greater the extent of churning, the less 
time a worker spends with a single employer. 
Henry Farber analyzes the evolution of job 
tenure with a given firm for recent cohorts 
and finds that between 1973 and 2006, 
average private-sector job tenure for men, 
controlling for age differences, fell almost 25 
percent, whereas female job tenure remained 
constant.30 The proportion of men aged thir-
ty-five to sixty-four in long-term jobs, defined 
as tenure of at least ten years, fell from about 
50 percent to 35 percent between 1973 and 
2006. Farber concludes that the “company 
man” who spent a lifetime with the same 
employer in earlier generations is no longer a 
staple of the labor market.

Farber also documents substantial job 
churning among young workers.31 Between 
1973 and 2006, about 34 percent of workers 
aged twenty to twenty-nine in private-sector 
jobs had held those jobs less than one year. 
Older workers are less likely to have job 
tenure of less than one year, suggesting that 
job churning has mainly affected the young 
over the past thirty years. 

Although employment instability can delay 
the transition to adulthood, job churning 
in young adulthood might lead to better 
outcomes in later years. For example, mak-
ing voluntary job changes from one firm 
to another can raise wages in the long run. 
By contrast, making many involuntary job 
changes can slow the acquisition of labor 
market skills and experience, which can 
reduce wages in the long run. 

David Neumark documents the negative 
effects of job churning on future employ-
ment and earnings.32 An additional year of 
job tenure in the first five years after leaving 
school, he finds, leads to an increase, on aver-
age, in adult wages of about 7 to 13 percent 
for men and 12 to 24 percent for women. One 
additional job held in the first five years after 
leaving school reduces wages by 8 percent 
for men. Holzer and Robert LaLonde also 
find that shorter job tenure and job instability 
for young workers reduce wage growth and 
employment opportunities in later adult-
hood.33 The empirical evidence, therefore, 
suggests that the uncertain economic pros-
pects faced by young adults may have long-
lasting effects on employment and earnings. 

Educational Attainment by Gender
Women’s gains in relative earnings and 
employment over the past three decades are 
attributable in part to their increased access 
to jobs, particularly managerial and profes-
sional positions, and in part to their increased 
educational attainment, which in turn results 
in part from their improved labor market 
opportunities. Between 1973 and 2007, col-
lege completion rates more than doubled, 
from 16.4 percent to 35.9 percent, for women 
aged twenty-five to thirty-four, but increased 
only from 23.7 percent to 28.9 percent for 
men in the same age range. In 1973 young 
women were 7.3 percentage points less likely 
to have graduated from college than young 
men; by 2007, they were 7 points more likely 
to have graduated. College completion rates 
for women overtook those for men during the 
late 1980s.34

Some researchers have suggested that the 
improved economic status and educational 
attainment of young women relative to 
young men have contributed to delays in 
marriage and childbearing and to increases 
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in divorce rates and single motherhood.35 
Claudia Goldin uses the term “the quiet 
revolution” to describe changes since the late 
1970s in the way that women view employ-
ment, education, and family.36 She suggests 
that thirty years ago women were secondary 
earners who worked if their families needed 
extra money, but that now they work because 
employment defines their “fundamental iden-
tity and societal worth.” 

Goldin notes that higher divorce rates and 
easier access to contraception have shortened 
the portion of their adulthood that women 
spend as wives. She contends that expecta-
tions of being married for fewer years have 
led women to invest more heavily in human 
capital, such as education in career-oriented 
subjects. Martha Bailey attributes women’s 
increased investment in education to bet-
ter access to contraception, particularly the 
birth control pill.37 Like Goldin and Bailey, 
Maria Fitzpatrick and Sarah Turner attribute 
women’s greater educational attainment both 
to economic changes and to shifting social 
norms about women’s roles and labor market 
opportunities.38 

Increasing Returns to Higher Education
Although college-educated young adults 
have always had more success in the labor 
market than those with high school degrees 
or less, differences between the two groups 
have grown in recent decades. In particu-
lar, the wage gap between high school and 
college graduates in their first seven years 
after entering the labor force has widened. In 
1973, male college graduates in entry-level 
jobs earned 33 percent more than men with 
a high school degree or less; for women, the 
difference was 52 percent. By 2007, the edu-
cational premium had grown to 79 percent 
for men and 92 percent for women.39 In addi-
tion, the gap in employment rates between 

male college graduates and high school 
graduates widened from 0.2 to 5.8 percent-
age points between 1973 and 2007. College-
educated workers are also less vulnerable 
to recessions, as they are not the marginal 
workers who are generally laid off. 

James Heckman, Lance Lochner, and Petra 
Todd estimate that the rate of return to a 
college degree compared with a high school 
degree increased from 13 percent to 18 
percent between 1970 and 2000 for all white 
workers and from 14 percent to 24 percent for 
all black workers.40 David Card and Thomas 
Lemieux show that for workers aged twenty-
six to thirty-five, college graduates earned 20 
percent more than high school graduates in 
1975, but 40 percent more in 1995.41 

The Changing Labor Market  
and the Changing Transition  
to Adulthood 
The labor market changes reviewed above 
have made it more difficult to achieve eco-
nomic stability and self-sufficiency. We now 
review the social science evidence on the 
effect of labor market changes on changes in 
other aspects of the transition to adulthood. 

Why Haven’t the Growing Returns  
to College Led More Men to  
Complete College? 
Economic theory predicts that the growing 
payoff to a college education should induce 
more young adults (especially men) to seek a 
college degree. Yet several studies all docu-
ment the post-1970s slowdown in the growth 
rate of college graduates.42 Claudia Goldin 
and Lawrence Katz argue that until the 1950s 
increasing educational attainment caused the 
supply of skilled labor to outpace demand; 
the declining growth in educational attain-
ment, particularly among men, reversed this 
trend from the 1970s onward, leading to the 
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widening wage gaps between less-educated 
and more-educated workers.43 

Why haven’t the widening wage and employ-
ment gaps led to a greater increase in male 
college graduation rates over the past three 
decades? Some analysts contend that rising 
tuition costs and reductions in grants have 
made college-going more difficult for young 
adults with parents of low socioeconomic 
status (SES). In 1988 the National Center for 
Education Statistics began tracking the 
educational attainment of a large sample of 
eighth graders; the study continued through 
2000, by which time most youth in the sample 
were twenty-five and twenty-six years old.44 
Among those who scored in the bottom 25 
percent on a mathematics test during high 
school, 30.3 percent from high-SES families 
completed a bachelor’s degree or more, 
compared with only 2.9 percent from low-SES 
families.45 Among the youth with the highest 
math scores, 28.8 percent from low-SES 
families completed college, compared with 
74.1 percent from the most advantaged 
families. 

Thomas Kane argues that increased tuition, 
smaller tuition subsidies, and lower bor-
rowing limits for student loans explain why 
college attendance has not increased more in 
response to the increased returns to educa-
tion.46 He estimates that a $1,000 increase in 
college costs leads to about a 5 percentage 
point decline in college enrollment. 

Research findings on the effects of federal 
Pell grants on college-going are mixed, but 
evidence shows that other public tuition sub-
sidies substantially increase enrollment. Susan 
Dynarski finds that college enrollment fell 6 
percentage points after Congress eliminated a 
tuition subsidy for students who were receiv-
ing Social Security benefits after a parental 

death.47 David Deming and Dynarski find that 
broad-based programs that have simple appli-
cation procedures raise enrollment the most.48 
Expanding access to Pell grants and making 
it easier to apply for financial aid could thus 
increase college enrollment.

The most common source of college funding 
for students is their parents. But increasing 
inequality in parental income since the 
mid-1970s, particularly the declining real 
earnings of fathers with a high school educa-
tion or less, has made it harder for some 
parents to afford college costs. Phillippe 
Belley and Lance Lochner highlight the 
increased link between family income and 
whether a young adult goes to college.49 Test 
scores on the Armed Forces Qualification 
Test, the major correlate of educational 
attainment, remained equally important 
between 1979 and 1997. Family income, 
however, grew more important. In 1979 youth 
with family incomes in the highest quartile 
had a 9 percentage point higher rate of 
college enrollment than youth with family 
incomes in the lowest quartile, after 

Over the past thirty years, 
changes in the labor market 
have made it more difficult 
for young adults to achieve 
financial independence. The 
labor market prospects of 
young men have declined,  
and the gap between less-  
and more-educated young 
adults has widened.
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controlling for test scores. That difference 
grew to 16 points in 1997. 

One explanation for the increasing link 
between family background and education is 
that low-income young adults face impedi-
ments to borrowing, known as “credit con-
straints,” meaning that some young adults who 
want to attend college either cannot find 
financing or are unwilling to borrow.50 The 
evidence that more students are delaying 
college completion or continuing to work 
while they attend school, or both, is also 
consistent with binding credit constraints and 
may help to explain why enrollment has not 
increased more in response to the increased 
returns to education. 

Maria Fitzpatrick and Sarah Turner conclude 
that credit constraints “prevent or delay 
students from earning degrees through a full-
time, direct course of study.”51 They show 
that the fraction of students who combine 
work and college classes has increased, as 
has enrollment of “older” undergraduates. 
Among undergraduates aged twenty-four and 
older, almost 70 percent now combine work 
and classes. Belley and Lochner also find that 
college students from higher-income families 
are less likely to combine work with college 
than those from lower-income families. They 
find mixed evidence, however, on the connec-
tion between family background and a delay 
in college education. 

In two papers, Pedro Carneiro and James 
Heckman reject the credit constraints 
hypothesis and attribute most of the positive 
link between college enrollment and family 
income during high school to differences in 
the cognitive ability of students, which is 
correlated with parental income during 
childhood and which is evident in early 
childhood.52 To the extent that credit 

constraints operate, Heckman and Carneiro 
suggest that they mainly affect lower-ability 
students from low-income families who 
cannot secure financing for two-year colleges. 

The American Council on Education reports 
that the proportion of college graduates who 
incurred college debt rose from 49 percent 
to 65 percent between 1993 and 2000, with 
much of the increase coming from students 
with high family incomes who now find it 
easier to borrow.53 Although a larger propor-
tion of college students now finance educa-
tion through loans, Sandy Baum and Marie 
O’Malley find most graduates feel that the 
benefits of taking on the debt outweigh the 
debt burden.54 If credit constraints do reduce 
educational investments with a high rate of 
return, then young adults should be willing to 
incur even greater college debt than is now 
the case if the constraints were removed. 
On the other hand, even if credit constraints 
are not binding, there may still be a role for 
public policy to encourage educational attain-
ment through subsidized loans and grants, 
given the strong link between family SES and 
children’s educational attainment.

The increased importance of parental income 
for college completion has implications for 
policies regarding student loans and tuition 
waivers. Most high-ability students enroll in 
college, regardless of family income. Some 
academically qualified students from low-
income families, however, postpone or forgo 
college even though it would increase their 
future employment and earnings. 

Why Are Women Going to School  
Longer, Working More, and Having 
Fewer Children?
Claudia Goldin suggests that women’s 
changing economic expectations, along with 
changing social norms, have led to their 
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increased educational attainment, increased 
their labor force participation, and delayed 
their age of first marriage and childbirth—all 
key changes associated with the lengthening 
transition to adulthood.55 She does not 
consider these behavioral changes as being 
direct responses to the declining labor 
market prospects of young men, though the 
timing of both sets of changes is similar. 
Men’s labor market prospects began declin-
ing during the mid-1970s. Goldin’s “quiet 
revolution” in women’s employment, educa-
tion, and family behaviors began during the 
late 1970s. 

According to Goldin, for the past three 
decades, young women have formed their 
adult identity before marriage, whereas 
previous generations of women married at an 
early age and formed their adult identity after 
marriage. Goldin argues that young women 
are now active economic actors “who bargain 
somewhat effectively in the household and 
labor market.” Most are no longer passive 
actors who make their employment decisions 
after those of their husbands. 

As more young women have come to expect 
that their own employment and earnings 
will be important in their own right, not 
secondary to those of their husbands, more 
have sought college and graduate degrees. 
According to Claudia Buchman, Thomas 
DiPrete, and Anne McDaniel, the share of 
all bachelor’s degrees earned by women rose 
from 35 percent in 1960 to 58 percent in 
2004.56 During the late 1960s, women made 
up only 5 percent of entering law students; 
by the early 2000s, 50 percent. Women made 
similar gains in the field of medicine.57 

Buchman and her colleagues suggest that 
higher educational attainment and declining 
gender discrimination in the labor market 

allow some women to delay or forgo marriage 
both because they have more difficulty find-
ing a similarly educated husband and because 
they can achieve economic independence 
on their own. That view is similar to Goldin’s 
argument that women’s higher expectations 
about their abilities and opportunities have 
led them to seek more education, which has 
in turn led to greater labor force attachment 
over the life course and to delays in marriage 
and childbearing. 

Have Declining Economic Prospects  
Reduced Young Men’s Marriage  
Prospects? 
As noted, the labor market prospects of 
less-educated men of all races and ethnic 
groups worsened between the mid-1970s and 
2007. To what extent have these economic 
difficulties contributed to the family struc-
ture changes associated with the transition 
to adulthood? William Julius Wilson, in The 
Truly Disadvantaged, suggested that the 
decline in manufacturing jobs, the subur-
banization of employment, and increased 
employer demand for educated workers 
reduced the probability that less-educated, 
inner-city males could find jobs that could 
support a family.58 Wilson argued that their 
declining economic prospects made them 
less marriageable and contributed to reduc-
tions in marriage and increases in non-marital 
childbearing. But researchers investigating 
the correlation between increasing non-
marital childbearing and male labor market 
problems have had a difficult time establish-
ing a causal link. 

David Ellwood and Christopher Jencks 
review the evidence and conclude that “no 
consensus has emerged about why American 
families changed or why the amount of 
change varied by race and education.”59 
They conclude that though declines in men’s 
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economic opportunities are associated with 
reduced or delayed marriage, the earnings 
declines have not been large enough to 
explain the long delay in marriage and sub-
stantial increase in nonmarital childbearing, 
even among the least-educated. They also 
note that “marriage patterns have changed 
nearly as much for advantaged and employed 
males as for others.” 

Do Labor Market Changes Affect the 
Living Arrangements of Young Adults?
It seems reasonable to think that employment 
instability and low wages could influence 
young adults’ decisions to move into or out of 
their parental homes, but evidence about this 
connection too is mixed. One reason for the 
difficulty in sorting out the causal effects of 
economic changes is that noneconomic 
factors also affect living arrangements. 
Changes in social norms have made it more 
acceptable to marry later, to cohabit with a 
partner of the same or opposite sex, and to be 
a single parent. The delay in marriage means 
that more young adults are living either with 
parents, with roommates, on their own, or 
with a partner, and that fewer are living with  
a spouse.

Jordan Matsudaira examines changes in living 
arrangements of young adults and finds that 

the share living at home with parents has 
increased since the 1960s.60 But the share 
living with neither parents nor spouse has 
increased even more. Between 1960 and 
2000, among men aged twenty-five to twenty-
nine, the share living with parents grew 3 
percentage points (from 15.1 to 18.2 percent), 
while the share living without a parent or 
spouse grew 26.3 points (from 13.6 to 39.6 
percent). The decline in the share of men 
who were married (from 71.3 to 42.3 percent) 
resulted in a greater share cohabiting, living 
with roommates, or living on their own. 

Matsudaira examines the correlation, by 
region, between two labor market mea-
sures—the employment rate of adults aged 
thirty-five to forty-four and average wages—
and the probability of living with at least one 
parent. He finds that a 1 percentage point 
increase in a region’s employment rate of 
adults decreases the likelihood that men aged 
nineteen to twenty-four and those twenty-five 
to twenty-nine live with their parents by 1.28 
and 0.61 percentage points, respectively. For 
women, the estimated effects are similar but 
smaller, with those aged nineteen to twenty-
four and twenty-five to twenty-nine being 
0.61 and 0.26 percentage points less likely to 
live at home, respectively. Thus, in a grow-
ing economy, young adults are more likely to 
leave home. 

Carolyn Hill and Harry Holzer compare 
two cohorts of youth aged twenty to twenty-
two and find a weaker relationship between 
economic conditions and living arrangements 
than does Matsudaira.61 For all race, gender, 
and educational groups, youth of this age 
were less likely to be married, more likely to 
live at home, and more likely to cohabit in 
2002 than they were in 1984. In both 1984 
and 2002, youth from higher-income families 
were more likely to live at home than those 

The delay in marriage means 
that more young adults are 
living either with parents, 
with roommates, on their  
own, or with a partner,  
and that fewer are living  
with a spouse.
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from less-advantaged families, suggesting 
that living arrangement choices were not 
primarily determined by finances. Hill and 
Holzer conclude that declining male earnings 
and employment cannot explain the large 
declines in marriage rates and changes in liv-
ing arrangements for young adults. 

Greg Kaplan examines a sample of young 
adults who never attended college to deter-
mine the extent to which labor market fluc-
tuations caused them to move into and out of 
their parental homes.62 Less-educated young 
adults, he notes, have unstable labor market 
outcomes—the annual rate of employment 
separations is 30 percent, and earnings vary 
significantly from month to month. The 
young adults in his sample are 54 percent 
more likely to move back home if they are 
not working and 15 percent more likely to 
leave home if they are. Forty percent of those 
who move out of their parental home moved 
back in by the time they were twenty-two. 
In a period of increased labor market volatil-
ity, for the less-educated, the ability to live 
with parents offers some financial insurance 
against labor market risks. 

Policies to Improve Labor  
Market Outcomes
The severe recession that began in 
December 2007 makes it unlikely that the 
labor market prospects of young workers will 
improve substantially in the near future.63 
Public policy reforms, however, can raise 
employment and earnings for young adults, 
thus increasing their likelihood of making a 
successful transition to adulthood.

Frank Levy and Peter Temin make the case 
that changes in the nation’s economic poli-
cies since the 1980s have fostered both slow 
growth in earnings and rising inequality.64 
They argue that policies emanating from 

the New Deal and World War II, such as a 
relatively high minimum wage, support for 
strong unions, and progressive taxes, helped 
constrain earnings inequality and promote 
broadly shared productivity. By contrast, 
policies since the mid-1980s have discour-
aged unionization, permitted a low and 
falling real minimum wage, and emphasized 
inflation-fighting and budgetary discipline. In 
so doing, they argue, these policies fostered 
wage stagnation and rising inequality. 

Several public policy reforms can improve 
the economic prospects of today’s young 
adults by making work pay and by expanding 
employment; other reforms can increase the 
educational attainment, and hence the earn-
ings, of the next generation of young workers. 
The American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act (ARRA) of 2009 and President Obama’s 
budget proposals for fiscal year 2010 include 
several reforms that would raise the employ-
ment and earnings prospects of young adults 
struggling to achieve labor market success. 

Making Work Pay for Low-Wage Workers
Making work pay requires changes in govern-
ment regulations about wages and working 
conditions and increases in work-related 
income supplements for low-wage workers. 
Because the 1996 federal welfare reform 
greatly reduced access to cash welfare, new 
policies should provide work opportunities 
for those who are willing to work but cannot 
find steady employment either because of 
poor economic conditions or because of 
physical and mental disabilities or criminal 
records that make it hard for them to work 
steadily even when the economy is strong. 
Indeed, the experiences of young adults 
during the economic booms of the 1980s and 
1990s showed that a growing economy on its 
own was necessary, but not sufficient, to raise 
the earnings of many less-educated workers. 
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One way to make work pay is to foster a labor 
market that rewards workers with the same 
skills equally, without regard to race, ethnicity, 
or gender. As noted, the labor market has 
seen substantial progress in reducing gender 
disparities in recent decades, as women’s 
employment and earnings have increased 
relative to those of men. Racial and ethnic 
earnings disparities too have narrowed. 
Disparities in employment and wages 
between white non-Hispanics and racial and 
ethnic minorities remain large, however; 
some have even widened. Young black men 
face substantially worse labor market oppor-
tunities than similar white men, a gap that 
both reflects and contributes to high levels of 
incarceration.65 Reducing labor market 
discrimination should become a higher 
priority for public policy than it has been in 
recent years. 

Several other policy changes can raise the 
wages of less-educated workers. One involves 
the federal minimum wage. Between the 
early 1960s and early 1980s, the minimum 
wage (in 2009 dollars) ranged between 
about $6.50 and $8.00 an hour, roughly 40 
to 50 percent of the average wage of non-
supervisory workers.66 Congress increased 
the minimum wage only a few times after 
the mid-1980s, and it ranged between $5.15 
and $6.75 (in 2009 dollars) between the late 
1980s and 2009. After holding the minimum 
wage constant in nominal terms at $5.15 an 
hour from 1997 to 2007, Congress passed 
a three-part increase to $5.85 in July 2007, 
to $6.55 in July 2008, and to $7.25 in July 
2009. One study attributes between 30 and 
60 percent of the increased inequality at the 
bottom of the wage distribution (and almost 
one-third of the total increase in male wage 
inequality) to the falling real value of the 
minimum wage.67

Despite a lack of consensus about the extent 
to which increasing the minimum wage 
reduces employment for low-skilled workers, 
the fact is that many young adults with no 
more than a high school degree will continue 
to struggle to attain self-sufficiency unless the 
minimum wage is raised more often during 
the next decade than it has been since the 
mid-1980s. A higher minimum wage would 
be an important step toward making work pay. 
One possibility is to set the minimum wage 
at 45 percent of the median wage of produc-
tion workers and to adjust it annually as that 
median changes. In July 2009, such a mini-
mum wage would have been about $8.00. 

Setting the minimum wage too high would 
significantly reduce employment for low-
skilled workers. But empirical evidence on 
how moderate increases in the minimum 
wage affect employment is mixed.68 A meta-
analysis by David Neumark and William 
Wascher reports that most studies find that 
the minimum wage reduces employment.69 
In contrast, even though the disemployment 
effects are negative, David Autor and col-
leagues conclude that they are small.70

Other policies too could make work pay. 
Expanding income supplements for low-
wage workers without children would raise 
the take-home pay of young adults without 
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causing adverse employment effects. The 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) provides 
substantial support for low-income families 
with children without reducing work incen-
tives, but it provides only modest benefits to 
childless workers.71 The maximum federal 
credit for a family with two or more children 
(in current dollars) was $400 in 1975, $550 in 
1986, $953 in 1991, and $4,824 in 2008. For 
a single person or a married couple without 
children, however, the maximum EITC in 
2008 was only $438. 

Because most young adults are neither mar-
ried nor parents, they do not benefit much 
from the EITC. Adam Carasso and several 
colleagues analyze proposals to expand the 
EITC for childless workers and note that 
expanded credits for single individuals can 
increase marriage disincentives.72 Some pro-
posals reduce marriage penalties, for exam-
ple, by taxing spouses separately, but at a 
higher cost.73 Despite the costs, the declines 
in the employment and earnings of young 
men since the mid-1970s make it necessary 
to expand the EITC for childless workers to 
facilitate the transition to adulthood. 

Public policy changes can also help raise 
private-sector wage rates. Average wages 
of unionized workers, for example, are 15 
percent higher than those of comparable 
non-union workers. David Card’s finding that 
the union wage premium especially benefits 
the lowest quintile of the wage distribution 
suggests that the large decline over the past 
thirty years in the share of the workforce cov-
ered by a union contract has contributed to 
the increased extent of low-wage work among 
young workers.74

The Employee Free Choice Act, considered 
by Congress in 2009, is designed to facilitate 
increased unionization and raise private-

sector wages. Arguing that the current adver-
sarial model of labor relations reduces the 
flexibility of firms to adapt in today’s dynamic 
labor market, Barry Hirsch proposes, instead, 
a less-adversarial governance model with a 
default form of collective voice for workers, 
but without full collective bargaining rights.75 
Unlike current labor law, the new model 
would involve management closely in a firm’s 
labor relations procedures.

Expanding Employment for  
Less-Educated Workers
The United States has not operated a large 
public-service employment program since 
the early 1980s, when the Comprehensive 
Employment and Training Act (CETA) was 
terminated. However, during recessions 
many less-skilled workers are willing to work, 
but unable to find steady employment. A 
transitional jobs-of-last-resort program could 
reduce their employment instability. Workers 
in last-resort jobs could perform socially ben-
eficial tasks for which there is little effective 
labor demand, such as labor-intensive public 
services in disadvantaged communities—
neighborhood maintenance, weatherizing 
homes, assisting the elderly. Jobs could be 
time-limited and offer wages just below the 
minimum wage, thereby giving workers an 
incentive to accept available private-sector 
jobs. 

Investing over the Life Course to In-
crease Skills for Future Young Adults
Investing more in education and training over 
the life course could raise the employment 
and earnings of the next generation of young 
adults. The President’s Council of Economic 
Advisors projects that many jobs in grow-
ing industries over the next five to ten years 
will require “non-routine” skills, though they 
are still expected to pay low wages.76 The 
Council endorses government policies that 
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promote lifelong participation in educational 
programs and supports increased funding to 
promote access to such programs, particu-
larly for young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. 

More effective early childhood and K–12 
educational policies would result in fewer 
high school dropouts and more college 
graduates in the next generation. Educational 
policies remain appealing to the public, but 
in the short term they are more expensive 
than policies that make work pay for today’s 
young adults. And the payoffs from suc-
cessful programs—increased schooling, 
employment, and earnings, and lower rates 
of incarceration and non-marital births when 
the children reach adulthood—require many 
years to materialize. 

The best way to improve the economic pros-
pects of the next generation of young adults 
is to raise high school graduation rates and 
skills and ensure that more earn community 
college degrees and certificates and four-year 
college degrees. The nation’s education sys-
tem falls well short of providing low-income 
students with the skills they need to succeed 
in the twenty-first century labor market. 
Studies by Brian Jacob and Jens Ludwig 
and by Kathryn Magnuson and Elizabeth 
Votruba-Drzal document the importance of 
expanding the scope of early childhood edu-
cation for low-income children.77 The ARRA 
expanded funding for Early Head Start and 
Head Start, and the Obama administration 
has also proposed increased funding for early 
childhood education and services.78 

“Second-chance” workforce development 
programs seek to raise the skills and wages  
of disadvantaged young adults. Harry Holzer 
shows that federal funding for education and 
training programs for adult workers, typically 

young adults, has declined dramatically since 
the early 1980s, just as the labor market 
rewards for skills have been increasing. 
Holzer proposes additional workforce 
development spending to raise the employ-
ment and earnings of young adults.79 Noting 
that the decline in federal funding is due in 
part to the weak effects on employment and 
earnings of many earlier such programs, 
Holzer argues that some programs have, in 
fact, produced modest, but cost-effective, 
results. And he cites promising new training 
programs that take into account the local 
labor market demand for certain types of 
workers, that coordinate worker training with 
employers or industries that offer well-paying 
jobs, and that provide work supports, such as 
subsidized child care or transportation.

Although the United States graduated a 
larger share of its young adults from college 
than any other country for most of the twen-
tieth century, it has fallen behind a num-
ber of other countries in recent decades.80 
President Obama has proposed increased 
federal spending to make college more 
affordable. And as the article in this volume 
by Thomas Brock notes, the ARRA includes 
a new tax credit for college students and 
increases the annual amount of Pell grants. 
The fiscal year 2010 budget also proposes 
indexing Pell grants to inflation and making 
them an entitlement. 

Summary
Since the mid-1970s, the labor market 
prospects of young men in the United States 
have improved, on average, much less than 
they did for young men who entered the 
labor market in the quarter-century follow-
ing World War II. And the employment rates 
and inflation-adjusted wage rates of men 
with no more than a high school degree are 
lower now than they were thirty years ago. 
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Meanwhile, the labor market outcomes of 
young women have increased relative to 
those of young men for all race and ethnic 
and education groups. 

Policies to improve the labor market prospects 
of young adults are necessary to facilitate 
successful transitions to adulthood, even if 

labor market success, on its own, is not 
sufficient to achieve the other markers of 
adulthood (living independently, marrying, 
and having children). Numerous public policy 
reforms can raise the employment and 
incomes of today’s young adults and increase 
the educational attainment, and hence the 
labor market success, of the next generation.
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Summary
Constance Flanagan and Peter Levine survey research on civic engagement among U.S. ado-
lescents and young adults. Civic engagement, they say, is important both for the functioning of 
democracies and for the growth and maturation it encourages in young adults, but opportuni-
ties for civic engagement are not evenly distributed by social class or race and ethnicity.

Today’s young adults, note the authors, are less likely than those in earlier generations to exhibit 
many important characteristics of citizenship, raising the question of whether these differences 
represent a decline or simply a delay in traditional adult patterns of civic engagement. Flanagan 
and Levine also briefly discuss the civic and political lives of immigrant youth in the United 
States, noting that because these youth make up a significant share of the current generation of 
young adults, their civic engagement is an important barometer of the future of democracy.

The authors next survey differences in civic participation for youth from different social, racial, 
and ethnic backgrounds. They explore two sets of factors that contribute to a lower rate of civic 
engagement among low-income and minority young adults. The first is cumulative disadvan-
tage—unequal opportunities and influences before adulthood, especially parental education. 
The second is different institutional opportunities for civic engagement among college and non-
college youth during the young-adult years. Flanagan and Levine survey various settings where 
young adults spend time—schools and colleges, community organizations, faith-based institu-
tions, community organizing and activism projects, and military and other voluntary service 
programs—and examine the opportunities for civic engagement that each affords.

As the transition to adulthood has lengthened, say the authors, colleges have become perhaps 
the central institution for civic incorporation of younger generations. But no comparable 
institution exists for young adults who do not attend college. Opportunities for sustained civic 
engagement by year-long programs such as City Year could provide an alternative opportunity 
for civic engagement for young adults from disadvantaged families, allowing them to stay 
connected to mainstream opportunities and to adults who could mentor and guide their way.
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The civic engagement of young 
adults—whether in the form 
of joining community groups, 
volunteering to help neighbors, 
or leading grassroots efforts to 

gain civil rights—is important to the health 
and performance of democracy. It is also 
important for personal growth and identity 
formation during the transition to adulthood.

When younger Americans have a voice in 
community affairs, they can contribute their 
insights to public debates and their ener-
gies to addressing public problems. Issues 
that centrally involve adolescents and young 
adults—such as the high-school dropout 
crisis, the costs of higher education, or youth 
violence—especially benefit from youth 
input. Young adults who identify with, have 
a stake in, and want to contribute to their 
communities can help to stabilize democratic 
societies by directing their discontent into 
constructive channels. They can also be a 
force for political change, by bringing new 
perspectives on political issues and offering 
fresh solutions. 

The personal and psychological benefits of 
civic engagement for young adults include 
fulfillment of the human need to belong and 
to feel that life has a purpose beyond the 

pursuit of individual gain. Whether through 
voting, working in community-based organi-
zations to address local problems, or volun-
teering time or money to a social cause, civic 
activities raise issues involving connection to 
others, public goods and values, and the col-
lective nature of solving problems. Engaging 
with fellow members of a community-based 
group also helps youth form social networks, 
build social capital, and connect to educa-
tional and occupational opportunities. 

Civic Engagement and the  
Changing Transition to Adulthood
Like other markers of adulthood such as 
finishing school and starting a family, civic 
engagement is a key part of the transition 
between adolescence and mature adulthood. 
During childhood and adolescence people 
become aware of political institutions, social 
issues, and larger communities; learn facts 
and concepts related to politics; and begin to 
practice active citizenship by volunteering, 
belonging to groups, consuming news media, 
and discussing issues. The opportunities and 
choices of these years shape interests and 
pathways.1 During late adolescence and young 
adulthood, people chart a course for their 
future and “take stock” of the values they live 
by and the kind of world they want to be part 
of. Moral and political issues become salient 
concerns. Exploring alternative political 
perspectives, working with people from 
different social backgrounds, and wrestling 
with a range of perspectives on social issues 
provide opportunities to reflect on one’s own 
views and decide where one stands. 

According to life-cycle theories, stable pat-
terns of civic engagement take hold once 
individuals have settled into adult roles, such 
as steady jobs, marriage, and parenting, that 
build up their stake in community affairs. 
These adult roles give a predictable structure 

During late adolescence and 
young adulthood, people chart 
a course for their future and 
“take stock” of the values they 
live by and the kind of world 
they want to be part of.
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to life that makes regular engagement in 
community affairs more likely and increases 
the probability of being recruited into civic 
affairs.2 By contrast, the lives of young adults 
are unsettled and in flux as they move into 
and out of institutional settings such as school 
or work. Although they are more likely to 
take part in civic life when they are in such 
settings, their involvement tends to be epi-
sodic. Nonetheless, opportunities to explore 
civic issues and to wrangle with others who 
have different perspectives help young adults 
to crystallize their values and political stands. 
Political identities formed in the early-adult 
years are highly predictive of the positions 
individuals will hold in middle and even late 
adulthood. Political views as well as levels 
and forms of engagement will vary within 
every generation, but the politics of a genera-
tion takes shape in the context of the political 
climate, issues, and range of tenable solutions 
circulating when a cohort comes of age. 

In this article, we summarize research 
findings on civic engagement in late adoles-
cence and early adulthood and on how 
patterns of engagement today may differ from 
those in earlier generations. As the transition 
to adulthood lengthens, is it taking longer for 
persistent patterns of civic engagement to 
take hold? We discuss how civic participation 
varies for youth from different social, racial, 
and ethnic backgrounds and for new immi-
grants. In particular, we assess two sets of 
factors that may contribute to a civic divide. 
The first is cumulative disadvantage (unequal 
opportunities and influences before adult-
hood); the second is differing institutional 
opportunities during the young-adult years 
themselves. Next we focus on a variety of 
institutional settings where young adults 
spend time—schools and colleges, community 
organizations, faith-based groups, community 
activist groups, the military, and year-long 

programs such as AmeriCorps—and examine 
the opportunities for civic engagement that 
each affords. We conclude with a discussion 
of policy directions.

Decline or Delay? Trends in Young 
Adults’ Civic Engagement
Young adults today are less likely than their 
counterparts in the 1970s were to exhibit 
nine out of ten important characteristics of 
citizenship: belonging to at least one group, 
attending religious services at least monthly, 
belonging to a union, reading newspapers at 
least once a week, voting, being contacted 
by a political party, working on a community 
project, attending club meetings, and believ-
ing that people are trustworthy.3 Only in a 
tenth form of citizenship—volunteering—are 
they more likely to participate, probably as 
a result of deliberate efforts over the past 
several decades by schools, colleges, and com-
munity groups to encourage volunteering. For 
several of these ten types of engagement—
notably voting—rates have risen in the 2000s 
compared with the 1990s, but not enough to 
compensate for thirty years of decline.

These changes invite us to ask whether the 
nation’s younger generations have perma-
nently weaker connections to civic life than 
their predecessors or whether the lengthen-
ing transition to adulthood means that young 
people today take longer to begin to forge 
those connections (much as they take longer 
to get married or finish their education). 

Trends in voting provide evidence that at least 
some of the change is a matter of delay, not 
a permanent generational decline. During 
any era, young adults are less likely than their 
elders to vote. Since 1972, when eighteen-
year-old Americans were first eligible to vote, 
the voting gap between youth aged eighteen 
to twenty-five and their elders has fluctuated 
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in presidential election years between 16 per-
cent and 27 percent, with the smallest margin 
in 1972 and the largest in 2000.4 

Figure 1 shows voting rates over the life 
course for twelve different cohorts (each 
born within a different four-year period) that 
became eligible to vote in time for presiden-
tial elections from 1956 to 2000. The overall 
pattern is that each generation moves toward 
the same high level of turnout over the life 
course. For instance, the cohorts that are old 
enough to have voted in five elections are all 
voting at rates above 60 percent. But the ear-
lier generations start at a higher rate and rise 
less to reach the 60 percent level or above. 
Every successive cohort has had a lower start-
ing point, but has also become substantially 
more engaged during their twenties and into 
their thirties, narrowing the gap. 

This interpretation is consistent with a politi-
cal life-cycle model that holds that political 
engagement increases as one’s life, roles, and 
institutional connections in the community 

become more stable. Delays in role changes 
(stable jobs, marriage, and family formation) 
associated with the increasingly protracted 
transition to adulthood have been accompa-
nied by delays in the voting patterns of suc-
cessive cohorts of young adults. These trends 
in voting patterns tell a story of delay rather 
than one of decline. 

But a protracted developmental period and 
delayed civic engagement cannot explain all 
the changes in forms of engagement. First, 
certain civic activities have become more 
common for young adults than they once 
were. As noted, the volunteering rate for 
young adults rose during the 1990s and is 
higher today than it was during the 1970s 
and 1980s. Today young adults are about as 
likely as their contemporary elders to volun-
teer, raise funds for causes, and say they have 
worked on local projects with other people 
in their communities. Youth today are more 
likely than their contemporary elders to 
engage in global activism, to use the Internet 
for political information and action (which 

Source: Census Current Population Supplement.
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was impossible thirty years ago), and to 
engage in lifestyle and consumer politics.5 

Second, in some forms of civic engagement 
that have declined substantially, younger 
generations do not catch up with their 
elders as they move through their twenties. 
Newspaper readership is one example: recent 
generations have not narrowed the gap with 
their parents as they have aged.6 Social trust 
reflected generational declines through the 
1990s but showed some recovery in the new 
millennium and, across cohorts, increased 
through the third decade of life.7 For some 
other forms of engagement (such as meet-
ing attendance and working on community 
projects), we lack sufficient long-term data 
to be able to tell whether downward trends 
represent declines or delays.

For several decades, both forms and patterns 
of young adult civic engagement have been 
changing. For example, panel studies indicate 
that patterns of civic engagement in young 
adulthood have become increasingly episodic 
over the past several generations. Even the 
civic engagement of the baby boom genera-
tion (1965 high school graduating cohort) was 
more episodic than that of their parents at 
similar ages. Consequently, it is more chal-
lenging to predict lifelong patterns of con-
ventional engagement based on adolescent 
activity. For the baby boom generation, levels 
of civic engagement in high school were a 
poor predictor of engagement in their mid-
twenties. As the boomers settled into adult 
roles in their thirties and forties, however, 
patterns of civic engagement became more 
predictable.8 These trends across generations 
have led to speculation that the character 
of American civic life is changing toward 
more short-term and episodic engagement 
and away from enduring memberships in 
associations and community organizations. 

Nonetheless, the young adult years are a 
formative period when civic values and politi-
cal ideologies crystallize. Opportunities for 
engaging with others to address civic con-
cerns make it more likely that in the long run 
people will identify with and contribute to 
the common good.

Immigrant Youth and  
Undocumented Youth
The nature of the civic and political lives 
of immigrant youth in the United States is 
an important barometer for the future of 
democracy, if for no other reason than that 
these youth make up a significant share of the 
younger generation (see the article by Rubén 
Rumbaut in this volume for more detail on 
immigrant youth). Examining the ways in 
which society includes or excludes these 
groups, the forms their political engage-
ment takes, and the opportunities they have 
to exercise their political voice and develop 
civic competencies begin to yield a picture 
of tomorrow’s political landscape. Besides 
sheer numbers, immigrant youth provide 
unique insights into the social contract and 
the ties of rights and responsibilities that bind 
us as Americans. Only immigrants, after all, 
choose to become U.S. citizens. That deci-
sion may be instrumental—a path to other 
ends—or it may be motivated by more lofty 
(patriotic) goals. In either case, choosing to 
become a citizen and accepting the rights 
and responsibilities of that decision is a form 
of civic engagement unique to immigrants. 
Newcomers who lack legal permanent resi-
dency, of course, do not have that choice. 

For many immigrants, especially the undocu-
mented, citizenship itself is contested, and 
everyday life raises political issues. It is 
estimated that roughly half of immigrant 
children live in families where at least one 
adult is not an American citizen. In 2005, it 
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was estimated that 11 percent of children in 
immigrant families were unauthorized and 
18 percent were born in the United States 
to an unauthorized parent.9 Many of the 
mainstream institutions that engage most 
Americans are not open to the undocu-
mented. One exception is the public school, 
from which undocumented children cannot 
legally be excluded. Passages into adult-
hood (jobs or postsecondary education) after 
school, however, are severely constrained, 
because the undocumented cannot legally 
work and are denied access to most pub-
licly funded programs, including ones with 
explicit civic missions, such as Conservation 
Corps. Even applying for a library card or 
driver’s license is off limits for those without 
the proper identity papers. Furthermore, 
because the undocumented are ineligible for 
most college financial aid programs, they face 
enormous barriers to higher education. 

It is thus not surprising that working to 
change systemic barriers and legalizing 
access to higher education are meaningful 
forms of civic engagement that unite immi-
grant communities. In a national survey of 
youth conducted in the spring of 2006—a 
time when major protests were being orga-
nized in most large American cities against 
restrictions on immigration—23 percent of 
immigrant youth and 18 percent of children 
of immigrant parents reported that they had 
protested in the past twelve months.10 In 
contrast, young people who were born in the 
United States to native-born parents reported 
a protest rate of just 10 percent. Student 
activist groups such as California’s Orange 
County Immigrant Student Group (OCISG) 
have coalesced around the shared goal of 
educational access. Group members, who 
come from California’s postsecondary public 
education system, include both documented 
and undocumented immigrants and current, 

former, and aspiring students. Organizing is 
now focused on the DREAM (Development, 
Relief and Education for Alien Minors) Act, 
a bill under consideration in Washington 
to legalize qualified young immigrants who 
came to the United States as children. Past 
organizing targeted California’s Assembly 
Bill 540, which was signed into law in 2001 
and which now guarantees in-state tuition for 
undocumented residents. That achievement 
is marked by some student leaders who refer 
to themselves as “AB 540 students.” But their 
civic engagement extends beyond campus as 
they reach out to explain issues of access to 
high school students and their parents.11 

Immigrant youth engage in a wide array of 
civic activities, working in faith-based groups 
and using their bilingual skills to assist fellow 
immigrants as translators and tutors. 
Comparisons of nationally representative 
studies of foreign-born, second-generation, 
and native-born seventh through twelfth 
graders reveal that new immigrants are just as 
likely as any of their contemporaries to 
embrace core American political values and 
to engage in volunteerism. Further, once 
socioeconomic differences are taken into 
account, immigrant youth are as likely, or 
almost as likely, as their native-born peers to 
be engaged in most conventional forms of 
civic participation.12 

Social Class and Civic Participation
The long-recognized and stubborn relation-
ship in the United States between social 
class and political participation has been 
referred to as the “best-documented finding 
in American political behavior research.” 13 
The class divide in political participation 
takes many forms. The self-reported volun-
teering rate is 25 percent for young adults 
(ages eighteen to twenty-nine) who have 
attended college even briefly, but only 11 
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percent for those who have never attended 
college—about half the youth population.14 
In 2008, the voter turnout rate for young 
people without college experience was 36 
percent, compared with 62 percent for those 
with college experience.15 These gaps tend to 
be larger in the United States than in many 
European nations, where labor unions play 
a major role in political recruitment. Trends 
over the past several decades suggest that 
the U.S. class divide in civic participation has 
widened (although the verdict is still out). 

Young people are most likely to become 
civically engaged when they are in settings, 
such as faith-based institutions, workplaces, 
schools, and community organizations, where 
they become knowledgeable about issues and 
about how to take action on them, where they 
are asked by someone to join an organization 
or attend a meeting, or where normative 
pressures encourage them to participate in 
civic affairs.16 Young adults from advantaged 
and disadvantaged backgrounds, however, do 
not have equal access to such opportunities. 

Inequalities in political participation among 
young Americans are rooted in the differing 
education and political involvement of their 
parents. Parents of high socioeconomic status 
pass on to their children such advantages as 
political awareness, access to community and 
educational resources, and, ultimately, the 
child’s own educational attainment. Parental 
education is a more powerful predictor of a 
young adult child’s voting than is parental pro-
fession or income, though, not surprisingly, 
its influence diminishes over time as a child’s 
adult roles and the normative pressures 
associated with them begin to shape habits 
of civic participation. Voting in young adult-
hood entails certain “costs,” such as learning 
about political parties and about the registra-
tion and voting process; in addition, peers of 

young adults are more likely to be non-voters. 
Having better educated parents overcomes 
many of these costs and also increases norma-
tive pressures to be engaged.17

The class divide in civic participation is thus 
attributable, in part, to cumulative disadvan-
tage over the course of childhood and adoles-
cence. But it also results from a lack of 
institutional opportunities for civic activities 
for young adults who do not attend college. In 
years past, non-college-bound youth had 
alternative sites for civic learning and recruit-
ment. During the 1970s, for example, almost 
14 percent of young adults without college 
experience belonged to unions, which pro-
moted voting, leadership skills, and issue 
discussion among their members. And about 
40 percent of young adults who had not gone 
to college attended weekly religious services, 
where they could be recruited for civic and 
political activities and consequently develop 
civic and organizational skills. More than 
two-thirds of this group also read a newspaper 
at least a “few times” a week to keep up with 
social issues and civic affairs. Today, however, 
according to the self-reports of eighteen- to 
twenty-nine-year-olds who have not attended 
college, union membership has dropped by 
more than half (to just 6 percent), newspaper 
readership is down by more than one-third (to 
45 percent), and regular religious attendance 
is down 5 points to about 41 percent.18 These 
forms of engagement have declined for 
college-educated young people as well, but 
their situation is less isolating. Not only do 
they have college itself as a civic opportunity, 
but the alternative institutions appear to serve 
them better. They are, for example, more 
likely to belong to unions than their non- 
college-educated contemporaries. Thus even 
institutions traditionally understood as resources 
for the working class are now more likely to 
serve young members of the middle class.
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The importance of “being there” in institu-
tional settings (such as school or work) where 
one can be recruited into civic activities is 
illustrated by estimates by the Independent 
Sector that 71 percent of volunteers and 61 
percent of charitable contributors take part 
in these activities at someone’s request.19 A 
disconcerting report by Child Trends reveals 
that many of the nation’s young adults aged 
eighteen to twenty-four have no access 
to such settings: about 14 percent are not 
in school or the military, have no degree 
beyond high school, and are not in the work 
force. And that share has been growing.20 
Community-based programs like City Year 
provide one alternative institutional setting 
for youth who are not going to college, but 
funding for these programs falls far short of 
their needs.

Inequalities before the  
Transition to Adulthood
The civic skills, habits, and motivations of 
young adults result, in part, from the accu-
mulation of engagement opportunities in 
the child and adolescent years. Long-term 
studies have shown that, controlling for back-
ground factors, both students’ engagement 
in extracurricular activities in high school 

and their feelings of social connectedness to 
community institutions predict voting and 
other forms of civic engagement in young 
adulthood.21 Social incorporation into the 
body politic begins in the formative years 
through the opportunities that children and 
teens have as members of local organiza-
tions, exercising the rights and assuming the 
responsibilities associated with membership. 
In short, becoming a stakeholder in one’s 
society develops through the accumulated 
opportunities to be involved in groups that 
build civic identities and skills.

Social class disparities in civic participation 
that begin in the pre-adult years are exacer-
bated by unequal opportunities for gaining 
civic practice. Schools with more privileged 
student bodies, for example, provide more 
and better opportunities. Civic opportu-
nity disparities also exist within schools; a 
student’s race or family background makes 
it more or less likely that he will engage in 
civically relevant activities such as study-
ing the Constitution and engaging in mock 
trials or in community voluntary service.22 
Besides disparities in opportunities between 
and within schools, providing civic practice 
for children growing up in disadvantaged 
communities offers numerous challenges. 
For example, many volunteering and civic 
engagement opportunities take place in the 
context of community-based youth organiza-
tions. Those groups rely on adult volunteers 
to carry out programming, making it difficult 
for some low-income communities with very 
high ratios of children to adults to muster 
enough adult volunteers.23

Two specific events during a young person’s 
life are associated with reduced rates of adult 
civic engagement: dropping out of high 
school and being arrested. Long-term studies 
following eighth graders into early adulthood 

Students’ engagement in 
extracurricular activities in 
high school and their feelings 
of social connectedness to 
community institutions 
predict voting and other 
forms of civic engagement  
in young adulthood.
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show that, controlling for the effects of 
growing up in disadvantaged families and 
neighborhoods, dropping out of high school 
decreases voting turnout by 19 percent for 
whites, 11 percent for blacks, and 10 percent 
for Hispanics. Youths’ reports of being 
arrested in the tenth or twelfth grade 
reduced voter turnout by 7 percent for 
whites and 21 percent for blacks.24 

A felony conviction is a profound barrier to 
civic engagement. Current prisoners or 
former felons (or both) are forbidden to vote 
in forty-eight states, to hold public office in 
forty states, and to serve on juries in forty-
seven states. Some “five million citizens—
mostly poor people and people of color—… 
are currently locked out of the democratic 
process.” 25 Not all of the five million are 
young adults, but felons and former felons are 
predominantly young, male, poor, and 
unsuccessful in school. Although the argu-
ment for not allowing felons who are in prison 
to vote is clear, the rationale for continuing to 
disenfranchise former felons who have served 
their time and paid their debt to society and 
who are now attempting to reintegrate into 
community life raises more difficult questions 
for society. Christopher Uggen and Sara 
Wakefield found that former felons “viewed 
disenfranchisement as a clear indicator that 
they were unwanted or unaccepted as full 
citizens in their communities”—a message 
that “may inhibit the assumption of other 
adult roles and undermine the reintegrative 
goal of encouraging offenders to empathize 
with or identify with other citizens.” 26

Institutionalized Opportunities  
for Civic Engagement
Several leading American institutions already 
engage substantial numbers of people under 
the age of thirty in civic activities. These set-
tings, though, could provide more effective 

and equitable civic opportunities. We explore 
the most common forms of institutionalized 
engagement in the following sections. 

Community Volunteer Work
Organized volunteering activities—typically 
arranged by schools, colleges, religious 
congregations, or nonprofit organizations—
represent common institutionally supported 
opportunities for civic engagement and learn-
ing. Today’s young adults grew up during a 
period when community service was becom-
ing almost a normal part of growing up. Since 
the early 1990s, a steadily increasing number 
of middle and, especially, high schools have 
been offering some type of community ser-
vice or service-learning courses as an option 
or, in some cases, a mandate for high school 
graduation. Trends in the Monitoring the 
Future study of high school seniors show that 
volunteering in the community has become 
more common. Between 1976 and 1990, 
rates were fairly steady, with 22 percent of 
young people reporting that they had par-
ticipated in community affairs or volunteer 
work at least once or twice a month or more. 
Between 1990 and 2000 there was a steady 
increase, with 35 percent in 2000 reporting 
such involvement, and the trend has held 
steady since that time.27 

According to the Corporation for National 
and Community Service’s national study of 
public school principals, between 1999 and 
2008 the share of middle and high schools 
offering opportunities for students to serve 
rose from 64 to 68 percent, with the share of 
high schools growing from 83 to 86 percent. 
Schools in low-income areas, however, were 
26 percent less likely to have opportunities 
for service learning.28

Adolescents also get engaged in community 
service through community-based youth 
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organizations and religious congregations. 
According to a national survey of youth aged 
twelve to eighteen, those who regularly 
attend religious services are nearly twice as 
likely to volunteer as are those who never 
attend services. Of the 49 percent who attend 
weekly services, 64 percent report that they 
regularly volunteer in their community, 
although not necessarily with their congrega-
tion. The religious congregation is the main 
avenue through which youth from disadvan-
taged backgrounds volunteer.29

Colleges and universities are also offering 
more opportunities for, and expecting more 
students to engage in, community volunteer 
work. A comparison of a large student cohort 
attending more than a hundred universi-
ties between 1985 and 1989 and another 
cohort attending those same universities 
between 1994 and 1998 showed substantial 
increases in community service across time.30 
Population-based studies of American adults 
also show that the share of college students 
who have done some kind of volunteer work 
rose from 27.1 percent in 2002 to 30.2 per-
cent in 2005, surpassing the 28.8 percent rate 
for the general adult population.31 

Although only 11 percent of non-college 
young adults reported volunteering in 2008, 
that figure nevertheless represents millions 
of volunteers, most of whom served through 
institutions. Thirty-seven percent of young-
adult volunteers without college experience 
reported serving through churches or other 
religious congregations; 27 percent, through 
children’s educational, sports, or recreational 
programs. In both cases, volunteers with-
out college experience were more likely 
than their college-educated peers to have 
named these organizations as their main site 
of volunteering. About half of non-college 
youth who volunteered reported being asked 

to serve by someone in the organization.32 
Although institutionalized opportunities for 
community service are fairly rare for young 
adults who do not attend college, about 5 
percent of this population reports serving as 
a result of being recruited by someone in a 
service organization. This institutional infra-
structure could be expanded.

The benefits to the volunteer in terms of 
motivations and skills depend on the qual-
ity of the service project itself. But some 
evidence suggests that engaging in volunteer 
work generally during the high school years 
causes young people to pause and reconsider 
their vocational priorities. For example, one 
panel study of a representative community 
sample found that taking part in community 
service strengthens intrinsic work values, 
leads youth to rethink their vocational 
priorities, and encourages a less individual-
istic focus on careers.33 The potential civic 
benefits of time spent in community work 
during the late adolescent and young-adult 
years may be especially important because 
trends over the past three decades indicate 
that youth may be adapting to an unpredict-
able labor market by considering stable paid 
work less central to their identities.34 As the 
transition to adulthood lengthens, community 
volunteer work may allow youth to become 
more relaxed about finding the “right job,” 
at least “right away,” and may help them to 
reevaluate what they are looking for in a job.

Youth Organizing and Activism Projects
Over the past twenty years, scholars have 
begun paying closer attention to youth orga-
nizing and activism projects.

Activism as a form of civic engagement is 
distinct from service or volunteer work and 
from political advocacy on behalf of youth 
in that young activists themselves define 
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the political targets and lead the projects. 
Adults are involved as partners and train the 
younger generation in community organizing, 
analyzing power, developing skills, and devis-
ing strategies for institutional change. But 
the young people are the agents of change. 
And, typically, youth organizing and activism 
attract young people in marginalized com-
munities who, collectively, are addressing 
issues that concern them. Prominent themes 
in youth activist projects include reform of 
public education and the poor quality of 
urban schools, community development 
projects to include marginalized youth and 
challenge gentrification, the criminal justice 
system, police brutality and racial profiling, 
and gender and sexual equality. 

Youth activism also differs from service-
learning and mainstream youth development 
programs in that it empowers young people 
to redress perceived injustice rather than 
to provide a community service. The model 
borrows heavily from community organiz-
ing, typically involves a critical analysis of 
social, political, and economic power, and 
emphasizes collective concerns identified by 
and actions led by young people to improve 
their everyday lives. Many projects draw from 
youth culture and educate the young people 
about the history of civil rights activism of 
their racial/ethnic group.

Both the practice and the study of youth 
organizing and activism have grown over the 
past several decades and focus on issues of 
school reform, incarceration, and community 
safety. Youth activism offers unique oppor-
tunities for political growth for youth whose 
interests and needs are too often marginal-
ized by traditional youth organizations.35 
According to a two-year study of twelve 
community organizations—as part of the 
Youth Leadership for Development Initiative 

of the Ford Foundation—activism tends to 
engage late adolescents and young adults, 
reframes “personal” problems of everyday 
life into “political” issues shared by a commu-
nity, and provides challenge, leadership, and 
personal support comparable to or greater 
than that provided by conventional youth 
organizations.36

Higher Education
As noted, young adults with college experi-
ence are much more civically engaged than 
their peers who do not attend college. This 
gap reflects the differing advantages and 
opportunities that accumulate from child-
hood on, but colleges and universities also 
directly strengthen the civic skills, moti-
vations, and knowledge of their students 
through the courses and extracurricular 
opportunities that they offer. After all, the 
mission statements of most colleges and uni-
versities contain some reference to the civic 
preparation of younger generations. 

Higher education is increasingly committed 
to a civic mission. One form that commit-
ment takes is organized volunteering, already 
mentioned above, but it also includes com-
munity-based research, durable partnerships 
between colleges or universities and nearby 
community organizations, political discus-
sion and debate on campus, courses that 
impart civic skills, student-produced news 
media, internships and study-abroad oppor-
tunities, and events and exhibitions meant 
to serve communities. Among the groups 
endorsing a broad civic mission are Campus 
Compact (a consortium of more than one 
thousand colleges and universities that have 
adopted principles of civic engagement), the 
American Association of State Colleges and 
Universities’ American Democracy Project, 
the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities’ Core Commitments program, 
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and the American Association of State 
Colleges and Universities’ Civic Indicators 
project, to name a few. Likewise, over the 
past several decades, higher education has 
moved toward a public and outreach schol-
arship model of undergraduate education, 
one that integrates public and civic issues 
with courses in an undergraduate major. 
As the transition to adulthood grows more 
protracted, this model of higher education 
may offer psychological benefits by helping 
students find purpose in roles other than the 
(often unpredictable) world of work and by 
helping them see that citizenship is not a 
part-time enterprise.37 

Several of the forms of civic education 
offered on campuses have not been evaluated 
for their impact on students. But research 
does show that engaging in diversity work-
shops and socializing with diverse groups of 
peers, discussing social and political issues 
with fellow students, joining student organi-
zations, and participating in learning commu-
nities and collaborative learning strengthen 
students’ community orientation and com-
mitments.38 Service-learning courses that tie 
service to course content support students’ 
commitment to social activism, their aware-
ness of social and economic inequality and 
systemic causes of those inequities, and their 
personal feelings of social responsibility. 
In-depth studies using long-term data show 
that ambitious courses in which students 
analyze and address social problems increase 
civic knowledge and narrow gaps in civic 
engagement among students.39

The opportunities colleges offer for civic 
learning vary widely, with most of the varia-
tions reflecting differences in endowments 
and prestige. A study of 400 randomly 
recruited undergraduates at Ivy League 
universities, flagship state universities, and 

selective liberal arts colleges found student 
experiences with civic engagement virtu-
ally universal and popular. By contrast, at 
non-selective public universities and poorly 
endowed private colleges, many students 
reported no civic engagement and low 
efficacy.40 

The most affordable, most accessible, and 
most egalitarian institutions of higher educa-
tion in the nation are community colleges.  
In 2005, these two-year colleges enrolled 
nearly 40 percent of all college students, 
including more than half of all minority and 
first-generation college students. Rough 
estimates are that 80 percent of community 
college students are the first in their families 
to attend college. Community colleges serve 
a far more diverse population than do 
four-year colleges. According to the American 
Association of Community Colleges, minority 
students account for 30 percent of enroll-
ment. English as a Second Language courses 
are typical, reflecting the recent immigrant 
status of many of their students. Community 
colleges are thus a key institutional setting for 
recruiting into political life members of 
groups who now participate at lower levels. 

Long-term analyses following eighth graders 
into young adulthood find very significant 
effects of attending two-year colleges on vot-
ing. According to Juliana Pacheco and Eric 
Plutzer, full-time enrollment in a four-year 
college would increase voting rates by 10 
percent for whites, 10 percent for blacks, 
and 14 percent for Hispanics. But for African 
Americans, attending a two-year college 
half time would increase voting rates more 
than attending a four-year school full time.41 
A recent experimental study in Louisiana 
described in more detail in the article by 
Tom Brock in this volume provides a clue 
to potential mechanisms. This incentive 
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scholarship program combined with counsel-
ing for low-income, largely African American 
mothers in their mid-twenties raised the 
likelihood of registering to vote and of donat-
ing time or money to a political campaign. 
Students improved their course attendance 
and earned more credits; they also enjoyed 
other psychosocial benefits, such as feeling 
able to set and pursue personal goals, feeling 
a sense of purpose in life, and feeling that 
they have something positive to contribute.42

The Military
Given its potential personal costs, some 
would argue that military service is the high-
est form of civic engagement. Patriotism 
ranks high among the reasons recruits give 
for signing up, and time in the military may 
further imbue them with an ethic of civic 
participation and provide skills that can be 
used in peacetime service at home.

Studies indicate that, with the possible excep-
tion of veterans from the war in Vietnam, 
veterans are more likely than non-veterans to 
vote. Analyses of the 2005 Current Population 
Survey show that volunteering is higher 
among African American and Hispanic vet-
erans than among the general public, but not 
among veterans overall.43 Of those veterans 
who have served since the terrorist attacks 
on September 11, 2001, on New York and 

Washington, 25.1 percent reported volunteer-
ing in the United States in 2008.44 Military 
training emphasizes group solidarity and 
works to overcome inter-group hostilities. 

Military service in foreign wars since 2001 
has provided both opportunities and chal-
lenges for the civic engagement of those who 
served. On one hand, the usual civic benefits 
of military service (such as socialization into 
norms of service and solidarity, and experi-
ences of diversity) apply; and some military 
personnel abroad were involved in activities 
like planning reconstruction and relief pro-
grams and canvassing residents’ needs that 
could provide useful civic skills back home. 
Veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
who spent most of their time on planning 
and reconstruction were slightly more likely 
to volunteer back home than those who took 
part in combat or medical assistance. They 
were especially involved with serving military 
families upon return.45

On the other hand, many returning veterans 
suffer from trauma or otherwise face chal-
lenges in reintegrating with civic communi-
ties. Veterans under the age of thirty are 
having a more difficult time transitioning 
back to civilian life than those who are thirty 
and older; 46.5 percent of veterans aged 
twenty-nine and younger agree or strongly 
agree that their transition is going well, as 
compared with 57 percent of veterans thirty 
and older. Younger veterans are slightly less 
likely than older veterans to have volunteered 
in civilian contexts.

Sources of support and civic incorporation for 
returning veterans include veterans’ organiza-
tions and the military itself. More than half 
of current volunteering veterans have been 
asked to serve by a veterans’ organization, 
and 78 percent of those who had been asked 
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to serve by a veterans’ organization have 
volunteered since their return.46

AmeriCorps Programs
AmeriCorps, created in 1993, is a federal 
funding stream for several large programs, 
including City Year, whose members devote a 
year to service through local community orga-
nizations and institutions. Participants, the vast 
majority of whom are under age thirty, provide 
service in exchange for a modest living stipend 
(enough to cover living expenses for most 
participants) and an educational award. 

The intersection of developmental timing 
and institutional opportunities for service is 
evidenced by the upticks in program enroll-
ment at ages eighteen and twenty-two, when 
youth typically finish high school or college. 
Contrary to popular stereotypes of corps 
members as college graduates, a sizable 
number of AmeriCorps members come from 
disadvantaged backgrounds: 36 percent of 
participants report having received public 
assistance or lived in public housing before 
their service work, indicating that national 
programs can provide opportunities for 
disadvantaged youth to connect with their 
communities. More analyses are needed, 
but AmeriCorps may be one route through 
which youth from disadvantaged circum-
stances can be empowered to improve their 
own lives through education and training and 
to improve their communities through their 
service work. 

Does a year of service in AmeriCorps pro-
grams have civic benefit? A recent study by 
the Corporation for National and Community 
Service compared AmeriCorps participants 
with individuals who looked into but did not 
enroll in AmeriCorps and followed the two 
groups for eight years.47 Findings from the 
study are suggestive, not definitive, because 

the groups were not randomly assigned 
and the comparison group inquired about 
AmeriCorps but ultimately did not apply. The 
comparison group may have had alternative 
options that they pursued or the motivations 
of the two groups may have differed, or both. 

Nonetheless, the study identified several 
differences in civic involvement between the 
groups eight years after baseline. AmeriCorps 
participants felt more connected to their 
communities, had more identification with 
and understanding of problems within their 
communities, were more confident in their 
ability to work with the local government 
and lead a community-based movement, and 
participated more in community affairs. They 
were also more likely to be working in the 
public sector after completing their service, 
and they reported higher life satisfaction. 
Even eight years after joining the program, 
the civic outcomes of the AmeriCorps 
program persisted. Furthermore, subgroup 
analyses revealed that ethnic minority corps 
members and those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds were more likely than their 
counterparts in the comparison group to be 
in careers in public service or the public sec-
tor. Other work shows positive relationships 
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between civic engagement and educational 
gains for youth in both the program and  
comparison groups. An evaluation of Youth 
Corps has also identified civic benefits for 
African American men. Besides positive 
benefits in education and employment, the 
evaluation also found increases in social and 
personal responsibility and in intentions to 
vote. Connecting with a supportive, caring 
adult and with better-educated individuals 
were among the explanations offered for  
the effects.48 

The Internet
The National Conference on Citizenship’s 
2008 Civic Health Index survey revealed 
gaps in civic engagement between young 
adults with and without college experience. 
Gaps in certain forms of online engagement, 
however, were smaller. For example, 57 
percent of young adults with college experi-
ence, and 52 percent of young adults without 
college experience, said that they had used 
social networking sites such as MySpace or 
Facebook to address social issues.49 On six 
measures of online engagement, college 
youth were ahead of non-college youth, but 
these gaps were notably smaller than the 
gaps in traditional forms of engagement that 
were observed in the same survey. 

According to the Civic Health Index, non-
college youth who used various types of 
digital media (such as e-mail, Facebook or 
MySpace, posting videos online, text mes-
saging other people, or watching a video of 
a presidential candidate) were between 10 
and 40 percent more likely to volunteer than 
non-college youth who did not use these 
media.50 To be sure, this correlation does 
not show that digital media cause volunteer-
ing rates to rise. But future research should 
investigate the potential of digital media to 
engage young people. In principle, the new 

electronic media have several advantages. 
Barriers to entry are low, communities of 
interest are diverse and numerous, and peers 
can recruit one another for political or service 
activities even if they are physically dispersed.

Conclusion and Directions  
for Policy
Civic engagement of young adults is impor-
tant both for the functioning of a democratic 
society and for individual development. As 
generational replacement theories suggest, 
democracies depend on the social integra-
tion of successive younger generations into 
the body politic. For individual youth, civic 
engagement fulfills a need to belong and 
provides opportunities to work in concert 
with fellow citizens to realize shared ends. 
Through civic activities young generations 
come to appreciate their identities as mem-
bers of the public. New generations get 
recruited into civic life by being in settings 
that offer opportunities to get engaged, to 
develop civic competencies, and to connect 
their lives with the lot of others. 

But opportunities for civic engagement are 
not evenly distributed by social class or by 
racial and ethnic group, and wide disparities 
in political participation exist. As the transi-
tion to adulthood has lengthened, four-year 
colleges have become perhaps the central 
institution for civic incorporation of younger 
generations. They are heavily subsidized by 
public dollars, and no comparable institution 
exists for young adults who complete their 
education with a high school diploma or less. 
Institutions, such as unions, that once 
attempted to involve these youth in public 
affairs have diminished in reach.

Opportunities for sustained engagement by 
programs such as City Year could provide an 
alternative developmental path during the 
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current youth engagement into a more 
sustained form. 

Second, the legislation adds flexibility to ways 
that young people can get engaged in service 
and so is attuned to the balancing act that 
characterizes young adulthood today. For 
example, the National Civilian Conservation 
Corps will now have a non-residential compo-
nent, which means that youth could focus on 
such things as disaster relief or energy 
conservation in the community where they 
grew up and still rely on the support of family 
and friends. Third, the education award, 
which has been a key element of AmeriCorps, 
is increased to $5,350 (the amount of Pell 
grants) and can be applied to a wider range of 
institutions. Although the award remains 
small compared with the rising costs of 
education, these changes should make the 
program more attractive to youth at different 
stages in their educational career. 

Fourth, and perhaps most important in our 
view, is that the legislation not only targets 
the needs of low-income communities but 
also makes the inclusion of marginalized 
youth a priority. For example, at least 50 
percent of the participants in the National 
Civilian Conservation Corps must be youth 
from economically disadvantaged back-
grounds (including youth in foster care) or 
represent the ethnic diversity of America. 
With respect to K–12 service learning, the 
law encourages a semester of service in high 
school, urges schools to tie service to local 
community needs, and also extends to sixth 
to twelfth graders the opportunity to earn 
income for a summer of community service. 
Although these efforts would hardly put a 
dent in the cumulative disadvantage that 
leads to inequalities in civic participation, 
they are steps in the right direction. 

prolonged transition to adulthood. When 
youth aged eighteen to twenty-five are asked 
what it means to them to be an adult, they 
cite responsibility for one’s actions and aware-
ness of others.51 Their journey into adulthood 
could be more meaningful if society were 
to provide institutional opportunities for 
responsible civic engagement. Such opportu-
nities could also compensate for the lack of 
occupational outlets, especially for forming 
careers, that many young adults face today. 

Opportunities for sustained community 
engagement also could provide new norms or 
markers of mature adult behavior that young 
adults could use as a gauge for their own 
maturation. (Even without a steady job or life 
partner, it is still possible to be a responsible 
and committed member of one’s community.) 
Society could also use civic activity as a new 
benchmark for assessing how this age group 
is faring. Finally, such “sustained civic activ-
ity” programs could be a new institutional 
model that would enable young adults from 
disadvantaged families to stay connected to 
mainstream opportunities and to adults who 
could mentor and guide their way. 

The Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act 
(P.L. 111–13), signed by President Barack 
Obama in April 2009, responds to several 
issues concerning civic engagement and the 
prolonged transition to adulthood. First, it 
increases the number of slots in AmeriCorps 
programs and adds new corps to address 
America’s most pressing needs in health care, 
education, the environment, emergency 
preparedness, and public service. These new 
opportunities will enable corps members to 
work on civic issues and, at the same time, 
explore career options in expanding occupa-
tions. A year in an AmeriCorps program 
could become a pathway into adulthood and 
transform the episodic style of much of the 
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Accountability and innovation are integral to 
the goal of building the nation’s volunteer 
infrastructure. Toward this end, the law 
includes a ten-year study of the benefits of 
service learning and directs the Census 
Bureau to conduct a national Civic Health 
Index. The law also includes capacity building 
for nonprofits, a social innovation fund, and 
training and technical assistance, especially 
for programs that mix youth with older adults.

The Kennedy Act represents an important 
investment but could be improved in several 
ways in the future. It forbids corps members 
from engaging in political activity of any 
sort. Thus, youth who become engaged in 
sustained efforts to address national needs as 
outlined in the legislation (safeguarding the 
environment, strengthening schools, improv-
ing health care in low-income communities) 
may not use the knowledge and experience 
gained in their service to work for policies 
that could potentially improve the very prob-
lems they are addressing in their volunteer 
service.

Further, the legislation provides nothing 
like a common curriculum or set of learn-
ing standards and objectives for AmeriCorps 
programs. The emphasis is on generating 
service hours and addressing social problems, 
but not making sure that participants obtain 
any specified set of civic skills or motivations. 
AmeriCorps would be more effective as a 
tool for civic engagement if, like the Civilian 
Conservation Corps of the 1930s, it aimed to 
teach democratic skills and was assessed on 
those terms.52

Overall, the evidence supports providing 
alternative civic learning opportunities for 
young adults not in college. AmeriCorps, 
especially if modified to become more educa-
tive and more open to politics, would be an 
important step, but would by no means suf-
fice to close the civic engagement gap or to 
reverse declines since the 1970s.
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The authors examine four broad areas of military service, focusing in each on how men and 
women in uniform today make the transition to adulthood. They begin by looking at the social 
characteristics of those who serve, especially at differences in access to the military and its ben-
efits by socio-demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, race and ethnicity, social class, 
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Military service has been 
characterized as a 
“moratorium” in the 
transition to adulthood, 
a period during which 

young men and women can defer such adult 
responsibilities as marriage, childbearing, 
establishing a household, and acquiring a 
full-time career.1 Indeed, for past genera-
tions of American conscripts, military service 
has typically been a pause in the life course, 
lasting only a few years. But since 1973, as 
the all-volunteer force has evolved, military 
service has become less a hiatus in the transi-
tion to adulthood and more an experience 
through which youth become adults. Unlike 
the nation’s armed forces from World War II 
through the end of the Vietnam War, today’s 
military is staffed not by conscripts, but by 
volunteers, many of whom intend to make 
military service a career.2 Not all who volun-
teer expect to serve for a twenty-year career; 
many enlist to gain training, skills, or educa-
tional benefits to use for college. For them, 
military service represents a means to achieve 
future goals. 

Military service affects a young man’s or 
young woman’s transition into adulthood in a 
wide variety of ways, depending, among other 
things, on the race, gender, class, and sexual 
orientation of the service member. Although 
the military’s extensive social support sys-
tem facilitates the transition for many, the 
unique risks of military service can also make 
that transition seriously problematic. In this 
article we highlight key ways in which mili-
tary experience both reflects and influences 
changes in the transition for these various 
groups, and we seek policy lessons from how 
the military facilitates the transition for those 
who serve. We highlight changes since World 
War II in the role of the military in the lives 
of young adults, and we examine changes in 

the structure and policies of the armed forces 
that have contributed to such differences.

In the remainder of this article we examine 
four broad areas of military service, focusing 
in each on how men and women in uniform 
today make the transition to adulthood. First, 
we look at the social characteristics of those 
who serve, especially at differences in access 
to the military and its benefits by socio- 
demographic characteristics, such as age, gen-
der, race and ethnicity, social class, and sexual 
orientation. Then we explore the effect of 
military service on family formation, includ-
ing the timing of marriage and parenthood, 
family structure, and the influence of military 
culture on families. Third, we consider the 
consequences of military service on workforce 
participation through examining the influence 
of service on educational and employment 
outcomes. Finally, we scrutinize the dangers 
of military service during times of war and 
examine how the physical and psychological 
effects of wartime military service and the sex-
ual trauma endured both by male and female 
military personnel can affect the transition to 
adulthood. We conclude by considering les-
sons to be learned from the military approach 
in facilitating the transition to adulthood.

Who Serves in the  
Volunteer Military?
During the era of America’s conscripted 
military, those who served were (theoreti-
cally) a representative sample of the country’s 
age-eligible, male youth. While there were 
constraints on who could serve historically, 
there was always a sense that those who 
served reflected the society from which they 
came. The current all-volunteer force relies 
on market dynamics in conjunction with indi-
viduals’ call to service to fill its ranks. Several 
social-structural characteristics are important 
in determining not only who serves, but the 
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experiences they have while in service. In 
particular, the characteristics of age, gender, 
race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, and 
social class are important in determining who 
enlists, what they do, and the experiences 
they have—all of which influence one’s tran-
sition to adulthood in the military context. 

Age
Because of its hierarchical nature, its reliance 
on up-or-out promotion systems with little to 
no lateral entry, and its demands for physi-
cal fitness, military service is often a mission 
for the young. The age composition of the 
nation’s armed force is far different from that 
of the civilian labor force. Across all military 
services, nearly 50 percent of the force is 
between seventeen and twenty-four years 
old, as shown in figure 1. The age distribution 
of men and women in the force is similar, but 
there is an obvious gender disparity. Although 
50 percent of both the men and women serv-
ing are under twenty-five, among all service 
members under twenty-five, roughly 15 
percent are women.

This overall portrait of the age distribution 
obscures differences across the individual 
services, most notably the Marine Corps’ 
emphasis on maintaining a young, non-career 
force.3 As figure 1 also shows, there are 
slightly more women at the younger ages, 
and more men at older ages, largely because 
of gender differences in retention: women 
leave the military at earlier ages than men, 
perhaps for family reasons (an issue discussed 
in greater detail below). 

The rigorous and all-encompassing mili-
tary socialization and training process is not 
uniquely aimed at young adults, but it is well 
suited to facilitate economic independence 
from parents and to promote responsible 
membership in intimate relationships and 
communities. The military emphasizes per-
sonal responsibility, health, constant training 
and self-improvement, and community and 
civic engagement—all key components of 
a successful transition to adulthood—and 
it holds all members to the same codes of 
conduct. Personal growth thus takes place 

Department of Defense, “Population Representation in the Military Services FY2007” (www.defenselink.mil/prhome/PopRep2007/
index.html [June 22, 2009]).

Figure 1. Age Distribution of the Military Population, by Gender, 2007
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in a highly structured setting. Within that 
setting, service members are also secure 
in knowing that their basic material needs 
are provided—reasonable wages, generous 
in-kind transfers, free medical care, housing, 
educational benefits, and training that may be 
highly transferable to civilian work. 

Although about half of the men and women 
in the military are between seventeen and 
twenty-four years of age, only a small fraction 
of U.S. young adults in that age range has 
any military experience. Table 1 shows the 
percentage of the population with military 
experience, by age and gender. Although men 
serve at higher rates than women, among 
both men and women few aged seventeen 

to twenty-four have either current or past 
military experience. Higher rates among 
older men largely reflect higher service rates 
among older cohorts, who were at risk of 
being drafted into the military. Military expe-
rience, rare among today’s young adults, was 
more common in earlier generations. 

Gender
Military service has historically been a 
masculine role, though the share of young 
women serving in the armed forces has risen 
significantly since the advent of the all- 
volunteer force. Legal reforms in 1967, and 
more recent legal reforms associated with the 
initiation of the all-volunteer force, lifted 
official ceilings on women’s service (once 

Source: Authors’ calculations from the American Community Survey (ACS) 2005–2007 Datafile.

Table 1. Distribution of Military Experience, by Age and Gender, 2005–07

Percent No military service Veteran
National Guard/
reserves only Active duty

Women

17–19 99.13   0.13 0.51 0.23

20–24 98.26   0.77 0.51 0.43

25–29 98.00   1.28 0.46 0.26

30–34 97.91   1.40 0.54 0.16

35–39 97.71   1.57 0.58 0.13

40–44 97.48   1.76 0.68 0.08

45–49 97.41   1.83 0.72 0.04

50+ 97.52   1.73 0.72 0.03

Total 97.89   1.35 0.58 0.18

Men

17–19 97.61   0.39 0.91 1.08

20–24 93.80   2.85 0.97 2.37

25–29 92.21   5.42 0.88 1.50

30–34 90.21   7.44 1.17 1.18

35–39 87.63   9.90 1.45 1.02

40–44 85.97 11.73 1.61 0.69

45–49 84.82 13.43 1.44 0.31

50+ 83.37 15.23 1.25 0.15

Total 89.63   8.02 1.23 1.13
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capped at 2 percent of the force).4 In 1973, at 
the birth of the volunteer force, women made 
up 1.6 percent of active duty personnel; by 
2005, that share had grown to some 15 
percent.5 By September 2008, 20 percent of 
enlisted personnel and officers in the Air 
Force were women. The Navy and Army had 
15 percent and 14 percent, respectively; the 
Marine Corps had a significantly smaller 
share of women—only 6 percent.6

Over the past twenty years, women in 
uniform have increasingly chosen military 
service as their adult occupation. Their rep-
resentation in the senior enlisted and officer 
ranks has grown and now accounts for nearly 
12 percent of senior enlisted personnel and 
officers in all services except the Marine 
Corps, which is much lower at just over 3 
percent.7 

The military is the only major social institu-
tion in the nation that may legally discrimi-
nate in employment on the basis of gender. 
By Army regulation, women may serve “in 
any… specialty or position except those in 
battalion size or smaller units which are 
assigned a primary mission to engage in 
direct ground combat or which collocate 
routinely with units assigned a direct ground 
combat mission.”8 Women have access to 
more than 90 percent of the occupations in 
the Army, but are excluded from a number 
of occupational fields (for example, infantry, 
armor, special forces), which amount to a 
third of all Army jobs.9 

The Navy restricts women from serving 
aboard submarines, on some small combat-
oriented ships, and in support positions with 
Marine Corps ground combat units.10 As 
with the Army, more than 90 percent of Navy 
positions are open to women.11 The abil-
ity to provide separate berthing on ships by 

gender affects the number of women in the 
fleet; typically, ships have berthing to accom-
modate women as 20 percent of the crew.12 
In the Marine Corps, more than 90 percent 
of occupations are open to women—again 
with exclusions for direct combat-related 
occupations. However, because the Marines 
are highly combat-focused, the exclusion of 
females in these occupations means women 
are ineligible to serve in 38 percent of all 
Marine Corps jobs.13 The Air Force is the 
least restrictive, with 99 percent of occu-
pational specialties and positions open to 
women.14 

Although, as suggested by many of the 
articles in this volume, women appear to be 
making more successful transitions to adult-
hood in many areas than men, the military 
remains one area where structural and 
cultural impediments to their advancement 
remain. The differential treatment of military 
women at the institutional and interpersonal 
level affects their transitions to adulthood 
and the pursuit of military careers in several 
important ways. First, the exclusions on occu-
pational specialty limit the number of women 
who can serve and preclude female officers 
and enlisted personnel from the most pres-
tigious units and jobs in the military. These 
limits affect service entry and both the rate 
and height of their ascent in the organization 
should they choose to remain for a career.15

Second, the hyper-masculine culture of the 
military devalues feminine qualities and 
characteristics.16 This devaluation often leads 
to both physical and symbolic violence 
against women, a significant source of 
motivation for women’s leaving military 
service.17 Experiences of harassment have led 
to increased turnover among female service 
members.18 Even within the officer corps, 
sexual harassment has been identified as a 
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significant motivation for separating from 
service, though incidences of reported sexual 
harassment are lower among female officers 
than among female enlisted personnel.19 This 
harassment can escalate to more serious 
sexual assault, a point we take up later. 

Gender as social capital within the military 
is expressed in assumptions about and direct 
challenges to women. For example, having 
particular qualifications (badges and tabs) 
readily visible on one’s uniform is limiting for 
women, who have fewer opportunities for 
earning such awards or distinctions. Women 
have to resort to “pulling rank” more than 
men to gain compliance from subordinates.20 
Women endure numerous kinds of “tests” 
(for example, sabotage, constant scrutiny, and 
indirect threats) that men do not necessarily 
experience to prove they are capable of serv-
ing in the military. Differential treatment of 
women may be due to the possible Catch-22 
of being accused of discrimination on the one 
hand or being insensitive to real differences 
in the needs or limitations of women on the 
other.21 The result, however, is that different 
standards can be perceived as inequitable, 
leading to negative social and professional 
consequences for female service members. 
Although career military service is not for 
everyone, many choose it, and these system-
atic barriers facing women limit or impede 
their ability to achieve their military career 
goals. Because retirement with benefits is 
possible only after twenty years of service 
(unless one is injured in the line of duty), the 
additional stressors placed on women in the 
military may cause them to leave the service 
prematurely, with real consequences to the 
development of their own human capital 
through schooling, training, and leadership 
experience and also through potential forfei-
ture of benefits tied to career service.

Third, mentorship is important in fostering 
maturation of young professionals. The 
significant increase in more senior women in 
both the officer corps and enlisted ranks 
provides many more role models and men-
tors to share important social and cultural 
experiences. Despite persistent challenges, 
young female service members today have a 
more supportive and positive environment in 
the military than at any time in our nation’s 
history. On balance, the challenges mean that 
more women than men who enter the service 
will leave after a short period of service; for 
these women, their service functions as a 
transition into other adult occupational, 
familial, and educational roles rather than a 
transition to a military career. As we will 
show, these choices vary by race and ethnicity 
as well as gender.

Race and Ethnicity
During the debates on the end of conscrip-
tion, critics of the volunteer force concept 
argued that a force recruited through labor 
market dynamics would place the burden of 
service disproportionately on the shoulders of 
economically disadvantaged groups: the poor 
and racial and ethnic minorities.22

The architects of the volunteer force had 
expected that the end of conscription would 
not affect the racial composition of the force. 
However, African American participation in 
the military increased dramatically during the 
1970s and remained around 22 percent from 
1980 through 2001. Since the advent of the 
war on terror, African American participation 
has declined, dipping below 20 percent in 
2006 for the first time in more than a quarter 
of a century. By contrast, African American 
participation in the civilian labor force 
since the late 1970s has remained constant 
between 11 and 13 percent.23 Through the 
1990s, including the first Persian Gulf War, 
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the military was consistently able to draw 
highly capable African American youth. 
Research on high school graduates shows 
that blacks are more likely to enlist than 
whites and that blacks see the military as a 
viable alternative to the civilian labor force. 
Highly qualified black youths may prefer the 
immediate benefits of the military, includ-
ing its more rigorous meritocratic structure 
relative to civilian employment options, to 
advanced education and civilian labor force 
participation.24 During the all-volunteer 
force era, African Americans have consis-
tently been over-represented in the military 
compared with their presence in the civil-
ian labor force, but that over-representation 
has been decreasing since the United States 
began military operations in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. Nonetheless, for many young African 
Americans, joining the military is a transition 
to an adult military role, rather than a step 
taken before assuming alternative adult roles.

Hispanic participation in the military has 
risen sharply since the early 1990s. From 
the inception of the all-volunteer force until 
1994, Hispanics made up less than 6 percent 
of military personnel. Since the late 1980s, 
Hispanics have increased their share of the 
military; by 2006, nearly 13 percent of the 
military identified as Hispanic, more than 
double the share in 1991.25 In contrast to 
African American trends, Hispanic partici-
pation in the military mirrors an increase in 
civilian labor force participation during this 
time period. When adjusted for those who 
qualify for military service on the basis of 
education, Hispanics are actually slightly over-
represented in the military compared with the 
civilian labor force. Latinos are most likely to 
enlist in the Marine Corps and least likely to 
enlist in the Air Force, whereas the Army has 
the highest share of African American service 
members and the Marine Corps the lowest.26 

This difference among branches is conse-
quential for whether military service repre-
sents a transition to a military career, or a step 
toward alternative careers. The Marine Corps 
has the smallest career force; the Air Force, 
the largest. The concentration of Hispanics in 
the former suggests that service will represent 
a transition to alternate adult roles for young 
Hispanic men and women.

Immigrants are allowed to serve in the armed 
forces, and more than 65,000 (both non-
citizens and naturalized citizens) do; 11,000 
of them are women.27 Immigrants make up 
roughly 5 percent of the active duty force. 
Serving in the military makes immigrants 
eligible for expedited citizenship, and since 
2001 more than 37,000 have become citi-
zens.28 Some lawmakers have suggested mili-
tary service as a path to gaining legal status, 
and the Development, Relief, and Education 
for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act introduced 
in Congress in March 2009 contains provi-
sions allowing illegal immigrants who arrived 
in the United States before age sixteen a 
path to citizenship in exchange for two years 
of military service.29 Recently, the military 
has opened opportunities for immigrants on 
short-term visas, who earlier were not eligible 
without legal permanent resident status.30

Race and gender intersect in important ways 
in the military. African Americans generally 
are over-represented, but African American 
women are more over-represented than men 
by nearly a 2:1 margin as a share of enlisted 
soldiers and by more than 2:1 in both offi-
cer and warrant officer ranks.31 Half of the 
women serving in the military are minority 
women, with African Americans accounting 
for 30 percent of all military women.32 Among 
Hispanic soldiers, men have historically out-
numbered women. In 2006, however, Latinas 
surpassed Latinos in their representation in 
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the military in both the enlisted (11.0 percent 
men, 12.2 percent women) and officer ranks 
(4.8 percent men, 5.3 percent women).33

In 2005, blacks and Hispanics composed 19.9 
percent and 9.8 percent of the enlisted ranks, 
respectively, across all branches of service. 
Their shares in the officer corps were signifi-
cantly lower (8.7 percent black, 4.8 percent 
Hispanic),34 but reflect the representation 
of African Americans among the college 
graduate population, from which officers are 
drawn. The number of officers of color has 
increased since the 1990s.35 Even so, at the 
highest levels of leadership in the military, 
racial and ethnic minorities continue to be 
under-represented. Of the 893 general offi-
cers across the four service branches in 2005, 
only 48 (5.4 percent) were black, and only 11 
(1.2 percent) were Hispanic.36

Much of the early criticism of the over- 
representation of minorities in the military 
was based on their concentration in the 
combat arms, where, in a conventional war, 
they would be over-represented among fatali-
ties and casualties. As recently as the 1980s, 
African Americans were over-represented 
in units like the 82nd and 101st Airborne 
Divisions—among the first units to deploy in 
wartime. But by 1990, blacks were no longer 
going disproportionately into combat units.37 
They are now under-represented in combat 
arms, electronic repair, and electrical and 
mechanical crafts occupations. By contrast, 
they are disproportionately serving in func-
tional support, administrative, service, and 
supply specialties. Although combat occu-
pations may be valued in making a military 
career, experience in support specialties is 
highly transferable to the civilian labor mar-
ket. A recent study found that black men in 
support occupations had a hiring advantage 
over civilians, whereas those with combat 

experience had minimal success applying for 
civilian positions.38 Hispanics more closely 
resemble whites than they do blacks in their 
distribution in military specialties. Their high-
est representation is in the electrical specialty 
area, followed closely by equal proportions 
in combat arms and administration. They are 
more likely than whites to be in medical and 
dental and other allied health fields, adminis-
tration, and supply occupations.39

Sexual Orientation
Homosexuals have served in the U.S. military 
since the Revolutionary War, though they 
have faced discrimination for much of that 
time. Gays were prohibited from service from 
1950 until January 1993, when President 
Clinton signed the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, 
Don’t Pursue” policy on sexual orientation in 
the military.40 Thus the gay community did 
not have the same access to service either as 
an adult role or as a gateway to other roles as 
did the straight community. Public opinion 
does not support banning homosexuals from 
serving openly in the military. Between 58 
and 91 percent of people disapprove of the 
continued ban.41 

These shifts in general public opinion are 
reflected to a lesser degree among military 
personnel. Military opinions on homosexu-
als serving openly in uniform have changed 
dramatically since the early 1990s. Upwards 
of 40 percent now support such service. 
Younger service members (both enlisted 
personnel and officers) offer considerably 
greater support, suggesting a generation gap 
in attitudes.42 Even with marked increases 
in support for homosexuals among those in 
and around the military, well over a third of 
service members report being aware of fellow 
service members being harassed based on 
sexual orientation.43
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From the early 1980s until 1994, the num-
bers of discharges for homosexual-related 
reasons fell. After the passing of the Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell policy, such discharges rose 
from 1994, peaking at 1,227 in 2001 (less 
than 1 percent of the active duty force). 
Beginning in 2002, the first full year of 
military operations in the war on terror, 
discharges under this policy have steadily 
declined, with 612 service members dis-
missed in 2006. Since the passing of the 
Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy, the vast majority 
of discharges have been triggered by service 
members’ voluntarily admitting being homo-
sexual.44 Many observers question the equity 
of the policy’s enforcement, arguing that in 
times of crisis, such as the war on terror, the 
military is much less likely to discharge for 
homosexuality because of manpower needs. 
Even so, there has been considerable pub-
lic debate over the dismissal of homosexual 
service members, especially Arabic linguists, 
in recent years. Those who oppose the policy 
argue that it violates human rights and the 

U.S. Constitution and that it defines homo-
sexuals as second-class citizens—the latter a 
claim made in the past by African Americans 
and currently by women. During the 2008 
presidential election campaign, Barack 
Obama promised to lift the ban on gays 
openly serving in the American military. Such 
a step would help pave the way for more 
young gays and lesbians to serve in the armed 
forces either as a career or as a transition to 
other adult roles. 

Social Class
According to data from the National 
Longitudinal Study of the high school gradu-
ating class of 1972, men and women serving 
in the volunteer military did not come from 
the underclass of American society, but did 
come from somewhat lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds, and had somewhat lower 
academic performance, than their peers who 
did not serve. Officers performed better in 
high school and came from higher-status 
socioeconomic backgrounds than did enlisted 
personnel. African Americans were over- 
represented among those who served, pri-
marily because they are over-represented 
in less affluent social strata.45 The bottom 
quartile of the socioeconomic distribution 
was under-represented in the military, largely 
because of the educational, physical, mental 
aptitude, and moral46 requirements for ser-
vice. The top quartile was under-represented 
primarily because of self-selection. The force 
was thus manned by the middle range of 
the socioeconomic distribution, with a mean 
somewhat below that of the broader society. 
According to the University of Michigan’s 
Monitoring the Future project, these pat-
terns continued at least through the first two 
decades of the volunteer force among high 
school graduates. Enlistment was higher 
among blacks and Hispanics than among 
whites, among men from single-parent 

Although military service 
might be playing a larger role 
in the transition to adulthood 
for women and for racial and 
ethnic minorities than it did 
in the past, and might do so 
in the future for homosexuals, 
it is less inclusive across the 
socioeconomic spectrum 
than it was during periods of 
wartime conscription.
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households, among those whose parents had 
lower levels of education, and among those 
who did not plan to attend college.47 High 
school students with C grade averages were 
found to be approximately two times as likely 
to enter military service as their peers with 
A grade averages.48 Thus, although military 
service might be playing a larger role in the 
transition to adulthood for women and for 
racial and ethnic minorities than it did in the 
past, and might do so in the future for homo-
sexuals, it is less inclusive across the socioeco-
nomic spectrum than it was during periods of 
wartime conscription.

The Transition to Family Roles
During the conscription era, the military 
was composed primarily of single young 
men. Men tended to postpone marriage and 
fatherhood until after their military service or, 
at times, to get married to avoid conscription. 
In either case, military service was decoupled 
from family roles. To the extent that the tran-
sition to adulthood in the past involved family 
formation, then military service often delayed 
that transition. Indeed, into the 1980s, it was 
still common for Army personnel managers to 
note, “If the Army wanted you to have a wife, 
it would have issued you one.” Today’s vol-
unteer force is older, more career-oriented, 
and more family-oriented. Policy makers 
have recognized that the modern military still 
recruits individuals for the most part, but it 
retains—or fails to retain—families. Military 
roles and familial roles are now more closely 
coupled, and the military and its policies have 
evolved in response.

Marriage
The number of service members who are 
married increased after the advent of the all-
volunteer force, as did the number of dual-
service couples with both partners serving in 
uniform. The growth in marriage rates has 

not been linear. The share of enlisted soldiers 
who are married climbed from 40 percent in 
1973 to its height at 57 percent in 1994. After 
declining and then rising again over the next 
ten years, the share married in 2005 was 52 
percent.49

In 2002, nearly 12 percent of marriages 
among service members involved dual- 
service unions. Although only 7 percent 
of married enlisted men were married to 
women who also served, 49 percent of mar-
ried enlisted women were married to men 
in uniform. Proportions are similar among 
officers for both genders.50 The significant 
difference in dual-service marriage rates by 
sex is due in part to the under-representation 
of women in the military.

Military personnel are slightly more likely 
than their civilian peers to be married, 
though they are less likely than their age 
peers to be married when they enter the mili-
tary.51 They enter single, but marry young. 
Military service is more closely coupled to the 
husband and father role than to the wife and 
mother role. Women (enlisted and officers) 
are less likely to be married than their male 
counterparts.52 Data from 2002 suggest that 
men in the junior enlisted ranks are nearly 
twice as likely to be married as civilians aged 
eighteen to twenty-four years.53 Interestingly, 
racial differences in family formation in the 
civilian population are absent in the military; 
the tremendous black-white gap in mar-
riage among civilians is virtually non-existent 
within the military.54 

Military divorce rates differ by gender, race, 
and rank. In 2005, marital dissolution rates 
(per 100, per annum) among men were 
nearly twice as high for enlisted (2.8) as for 
officers (1.5). Among women, that rate was 
more than twice as high for enlisted (7.3) 
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as for officers (3.6). In both cases, the rates 
among women are significantly higher than 
among men, but especially among enlisted 
personnel.55 Starting and maintaining a 
marriage appears to be most challenging for 
military women.

During the early years of the volunteer force, 
the divorce rate was higher among enlisted 
military personnel than among their civilian 
counterparts—in part because military per-
sonnel marry at an earlier age.56 Relationships 
between race and divorce rates also ran 
counter to civilian patterns. Although African 
American civilians have higher divorce rates 
than white civilians, the pattern was reversed 
in the military. White enlistees were half-
again as likely as white civilians to divorce, 
while black enlistees were more than 10 
percent less likely to divorce than black civil-
ians were. Jennifer Lundquist attributes the 
closing of the racial gap in marital dissolution 
within the military to an equalizing of the 
constraints faced by families in the military.57 
Military men are less likely to be divorced 
than their age-matched civilian counterparts, 
while women in uniform are significantly 
more likely to be divorced than their civil-
ian counterparts.58 Among service mem-
bers older than twenty-five, there are large 
proportional differences for women versus 
men in first marriages. The share of military 
women in their first marriage is consistently 
lower than their civilian age-matched peers—
the reverse pattern of that found among 
military and civilian men. In particular, older 
service women (ages forty to forty-nine) are 
approximately half as likely to be in their first 
marriage (27.2 percent) as are civilian women 
of the same age group (49.2 percent).59

Despite the stressors associated with deploy-
ments, there was no strong evidence before 
the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that 

deployments negatively affect marriage. 
Current research based on deployments in 
Iraq and Afghanistan shows that deployments 
may actually strengthen military marriages 
while the military member is on active duty.60 
Recent findings show that once service 
members leave the military, their divorce 
rates are higher than those of their civilian 
peers. The military appears able to buffer 
against the stressors on marriages while 
individuals remain in service, but once the 
structures and support of the military are 
removed, veterans’ marriages suffer.61

Many stressors experienced by military fami-
lies may contribute to the observed marital 
patterns: financial stress, spouse employment, 
housing and neighborhood quality (off-post), 
access to services, separation from the social 
support networks of family and friends, 
frequent relocations, and risk of death and 
injury.62

Military service also has potential benefits for 
marriage. Supportive family policies, a 
supportive community, and professional 
development opportunities to improve 
human capital through training, education, 
and leadership opportunities can improve 
financial opportunities (through promotions 
and post-service work), as well as personal 
growth. Each of these outcomes may improve 
the resilience of marriages and family solidar-
ity more generally.63 Evidence also suggests 
that the suite of benefits available to military 
personnel and their families buffers against 
some of the stressors known to increase 
marital dissolution in the civilian popula-
tion.64 The Army provides marriage enrich-
ment programs, often run by Army chaplains 
as well as “exceptional family member” 
programs to provide additional assistance 
(often in the form of preference in desired 
duty location and housing) to families with 
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special-needs members. Military housing 
policy is especially favorable to married 
couples and families with children. Single 
service members may be required to live in 
common facilities like barracks, while 
married soldiers may reside in apartments or 
houses with their spouses, on or off military 
installations. Ironically, marriage may provide 
more freedoms to service members by 
allowing them independent households as 
opposed to remaining single and living in 
barracks or dormitories, and housing policies 
may in fact encourage early marriage and 
childbearing behaviors. 

Childbearing
Nearly three-quarters of married military 
personnel have dependent children, though 
women in uniform are less likely than are 
men to have children.65 The Department 
of Health and Human Services found that 
military and civilian men had nearly identi-
cal mean ages at the birth of their first child 
(25.0 and 25.1 years, respectively). However, 
mean age at the birth of first child was 1.5 
years younger for military women than 
for civilian women (23.6 and 25.1 years, 
respectively).66 This difference in part reflects 
the earlier age at first marriage among mili-
tary women, perhaps because of the volun-
teer force’s family-friendly policies.67 Couples 
in dual-service marriages are less likely than 
single-service couples to have children.68 
Among all active-duty personnel regardless 
of marital status, 44 percent of the service-
men and women have dependent children. 
Comparable proportions of black men (53 
percent) and women (52 percent) in uni-
form have children. White men (44 percent) 
are more likely to have children than white 
women (33 percent), matched by similar 
shares of Hispanic men (42 percent) and 
women (34 percent).69 

Although deployments and frequent absences 
might suggest an unfriendly climate for 
childbearing and rearing, military policies are 
relatively pro-natal. Free medical care, hous-
ing policies based on family size, good schools 
on military installations, robust systems of 
organized youth sports and activities, and 
available and affordable child care support 
early childbearing and larger families. They 
also support single parents; more than 13 per-
cent of Army women and roughly 6 percent of 
Army men are single parents. While custodial 
single parents are prohibited from enlisting, 
men and women who become single parents 
after joining can remain in the service.70 

A key support for raising children in military 
families is the military child care system. 
Nearly all Child Development Centers are 
accredited, compared with only 8 percent of 
civilian providers.71 Although the program 
is the largest employer-provided child care 
program in the nation, the capacity to serve 
all those needing care is still limited. In 2000, 
the military system covered only 58 per-
cent of the need for child care spots.72 And 
although more spouses prefer to use military 
child care, those using civilian services were 
more satisfied.73 

The Influence of Military Culture  
on Families
If the military recruits individuals but retains 
families, then family members are important 
stakeholders affected by military policies and 
culture. Military culture pressures family 
members to conform because the actions of 
one’s family reflect on the service member. 
The pressure is felt by spouses and children, 
but especially by officers’ wives, who engage 
in a variety of volunteer activities, such as 
family readiness groups, youth activities, and 
unit social events, to support the community, 
in particular their husbands’ units.74 The 
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military has a long history of hyper-masculine 
traditions that manifest themselves in both 
overt and subtle ways. Nevertheless, its adop-
tion of family-friendly policies seems to have 
encouraged and supported family formation 
and growth, perhaps at the expense of spou-
sal employment or educational advancement. 
Working military spouses have lower employ-
ment rates and lower wages than comparable 
non-military spouses.75 Ironically, progress 
made by the military toward gender equality 
in some senses has outpaced gender equality 
in families. That the military allows women to 
do most of the things that men do, while soci-
ety (and the military) still expects women to 
play the major role in childrearing, makes it 
difficult for women on active military duty to 
meet the demands at the intersection of the 
roles. Thus, military women are more likely 
to divorce or to leave active duty.

Children in military families are exposed to 
the lifestyle and culture of their respective 
service branch, especially if they live on mili-
tary installations surrounded by other military 
families. These children learn to cope with 
parental absence and frequent moves, and 
most adapt successfully to the demands of 
military life, but parent absence and frequent 
moves have been shown to hamper children’s 
academic achievement.76 

One characteristic of military culture is 
relative race-neutrality. The race-friendly 
environment leads to less racial segrega-
tion in housing, education, and socializing, 
which in turn contributes to lower racial gaps 
in test scores among military children than 
in civilian society. Black-white gaps in SAT 
scores are 30 percent lower in Department 
of Defense schools, and gaps in elementary 
reading and writing test scores are half those 
found in civilian schools.77 

Finally, the constant exposure to military life 
often leads to an intergenerational transmis-
sion of service; children of service members 
disproportionately serve in the military. The 
rate of voluntary military service from the 
high school graduating class of 1972 was 
twice as high among sons of career military 
fathers as among sons of civilian families, 
and these military sons had double the rate 
of interest in a military career for them-
selves.78 More recently, scholars have found 
that children with a parent currently serving 
in the military were more likely to join the 
military.79

Education, Civilian Labor Force 
Participation, and Military Service
Educational benefits from various forms of 
the GI Bill are a hallmark of the benefits 
package for those who serve in the armed 
forces. The GI Bill is available to all service 
members who are honorably discharged, 
though service members may opt out of 
this benefit. Only a small number of service 
members choose to opt out, and many who 
do contribute from their paycheck to GI 
benefits do not end up using the educational 
benefits they accrue. An updated version of 
the GI Bill, the “Post 9/11 GI Bill,” provides 
those who served on or after September 11, 

Military culture pressures 
family members to conform 
because the actions of one’s 
family reflect on the service 
member. The pressure is felt 
by spouses and children, but 
especially by officers’ wives.
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2001, with an enhanced educational benefits 
package. The new package provides more 
money toward tuition and books, as well as 
a living allowance; for the first time it allows 
service members to transfer unused educa-
tional benefits to their spouse or children.80 
Since the inception in 1944 of the GI Bill, the 
educational benefits tied to military service 
have channeled large numbers of veterans 
into higher education. Because military 
service and higher education are typically 
pursued at similar points in the life course, 
young military veterans may have lower levels 
of educational attainment than peers who go 
straight into college. Access to military edu-
cational benefits from the GI Bill provides 
some veterans with an opportunity to attend 
college after military service. 

Veterans of World War II, Korea, and the 
post-Korea cold war attained higher educa-
tional levels than comparable non-veterans, 
facilitated by their access to generous educa-
tional benefits provided by the first GI Bill of 
Rights. Because of the scale of those wars and 
the support they received from the American 
public, relatively high numbers of men served 
who were not only well positioned to attend 
college, but also were well received on college 
campuses following their service. However, 
male veterans of the Vietnam era, the last 
conscription-based war, achieved lower levels 
of education than their peers who did not 
serve.81 The discrepancy may partly stem 
from draft policies exempting college students 
from military service. These policies gener-
ated more college-educated non-veterans 
than veterans and may have induced some to 
enroll in college to avoid being drafted.82 At 
the same time, educational benefits for the 
non-military population were expanded and 
became more widely available.83 Further, anti-
war sentiment on the home front during the 
1960s and 1970s, especially among the youth 

and those in academia, made many campuses 
a hostile environment for Vietnam veterans. 
The Vietnam-era pattern persisted, accord-
ing to the National Longitudinal Survey, at 
least through the first decade of the volunteer 
force. Veterans of the volunteer force lagged 
educationally behind their peers who did not 
serve.84 Although veterans earn benefits to 
attend college after their service, they may 
not be able to take full advantage of their 
benefits to attain the same levels of educa-
tion as their peers who immediately pursue 
higher education. It is difficult to serve in the 
military and pursue higher education at the 
same time, and the longer they served, the 
more they fell behind their peers’ attainment. 
Those who serve longer are also more likely 
to be married and have children, which may 
constrain the decision to return to school 
post-service.

The education gap observed during the 
1970s between veterans and those who did 
not serve existed for both black and white 
veterans and for both genders.85 Although 
black veterans showed increased educational 
attainment over the life course, the gains 
were not sufficiently strong to meet or exceed 
the educational attainment of blacks who 
did not serve. At the intersection of race and 
gender, African American women veterans 
did not differ significantly from white women 
veterans in terms of years of education or 
the share earning a college degree, although 
among non-veterans, white women are more 
likely to earn college degrees than are black 
women.86 The better schooling of civilian 
men may have been due in part to increases 
during the 1960s in federal aid for higher 
education not tied to military service, or it 
may be a function of the disruptive effect of 
military service on educational pursuits and 
stagnation (or reduction) in veterans’ educa-
tional benefits in the 1970s and early 1980s. 
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Most people who join the military do not 
make it a career. For them, military service is 
a transition between high school and higher 
education or the civilian workforce. Even for 
the minority who choose the military as an 
opportunity for extended service or a career, 
the military retirement system, which vests 
benefits after twenty years of service, and 
the premium placed on youth by the tradi-
tional military culture, mean that virtually all 
military personnel will leave the service too 
young and with too small a pension to retire 
fully. They are thus likely, also, to transition 
to civilian work roles.

The military offers its most junior enlisted 
personnel higher pay and better benefits than 
are available to civilian age-matched peers. 
Once individuals leave the military, these 
relative benefits decrease over time. Non-
white men maintain slightly higher earnings 
than their civilian peers over time, but white 
veterans eventually earn less in their subse-
quent civilian lives than their counterparts 
who did not serve.87 By contrast, as veterans, 
officers earn a 10 percent wage premium 
over their non-veteran peers.88

The military’s pay and benefits structure, 
which is based on rank and years in service, is 
a much fairer employment environment than 
the civilian labor market in terms of mon-
etary and non-monetary compensation. The 
pay gap between white and African American 
service members is significantly smaller than 
that between white and black civilians.89 This 
relative pay equity is a major reason why 
African American women are disproportion-
ately represented in the armed services. Not 
only does the military promote and compen-
sate racial minorities more fairly than the 
civilian sector, it also compensates men and 
women much more evenly. Differences in 
pay by race and gender do exist, but the gap 

is considerably narrower than it is in the civil-
ian labor market. 

According to contemporary studies of the 
civilian workforce outcomes of veterans 
from the all-volunteer force that examine 
differences by race and gender, the share of 
women veterans with a bachelor’s degree (14 
percent) in 1990 was approximately one-
third that of women who had never served 
in uniform.90 Women veterans, both whites 
and blacks, also had higher jobless rates 
than non-serving women in 1990.91 Women 
veterans were estimated to have 12.5 per-
cent less in earnings and 11.7 percent less in 
family income than comparable women with 
no military service. These negative effects on 
women’s earnings and family income are the 
unique contribution of military service once 
the effects of education and race have been 
accounted for. 

By 2005, however, women veterans were 
earning approximately $7,000 more each 
year than female non-veterans. Much of 
the difference in earnings between female 
veterans and non-veterans is attributable 
to the fact that female veterans work more 
during the year than their non-serving female 
peers. Although women of both veteran and 
non-veteran status are equally likely to work 
year-round, female veterans are nearly one 
and a half times as likely to work full-time as 
non-veteran women.

Male veterans in 2005 also outperformed 
their civilian counterparts on earnings, but 
only by $3,000 a year.92 White veterans’ 
earnings, however, lag behind those of their 
non-serving peers for the first few years after 
separation from service.93 African American 
and Hispanic veterans consistently fare better 
than white veterans relative to each group’s 
non-serving counterparts. 94 Thus, the later 
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life income benefit to military service is 
greatest for racial and ethnic minorities.

The Risks of Military Service
Although the military provides numerous 
supports for a successful transition to adult-
hood, the physical and psychological risks of 
service, which are amplified during wartime, 
may harm interpersonal relationships and 
diminish independence, thus imperiling the 
transition. In addition, many military women 
face sexual harassment and sexual abuse dur-
ing their service. Indeed, the post-traumatic 
stress experiences that men (and women) 
face from combat parallel the pervasive 
traumatic sexual experiences of women, even 
in peacetime. These risks may carry over to 
military families, and spouses and children 
likely suffer poorer outcomes when their 
family member experiences any of these 
negative events.

Physical and Mental Health  
Effects of Service
The nature of military service, especially dur-
ing war, exposes those who serve to poten-
tial physical and mental health disabilities. 
Through January 3, 2009, the Department 

of Defense had reported 30,934 wounded 
in Iraq and another 2,627 in Afghanistan.95 
The most likely causes of physical injury are 
improvised explosive devices (IEDs), fol-
lowed by artillery and gunshot.96 Two of the 
major physical injuries suffered by person-
nel in current engagements are traumatic 
amputations and burns. As of August 1, 2008, 
more than 1,200 service members had suf-
fered amputations—nearly three-quarters 
of which were major limb amputations.97 
Several hundred more had suffered serious 
burn wounds.98

The “invisible wounds” of cognitive and 
psychological trauma among service mem-
bers are also major health outcome concerns. 
Traumatic brain injury had been diagnosed 
in more than 8,000 service members as of 
January 2009. The vast majority (88 percent) 
of these traumatic brain injuries were clas-
sified as “mild,” and most were the result of 
exposure to blasts such as improvised explo-
sive devices.99 

Depression, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), and suicide are three of the biggest 
mental health concerns. A recent report 
found that 14 percent of service members 
returning from Iraq and Afghanistan screened 
positive for major depression, and the same 
share screened positive for PTSD.100 Similar 
data are reported from those working with the 
office of the Army Surgeon General—an 
estimated 12 percent of soldiers with anxiety 
and depression disorders after first deploy-
ment, rising to an estimated 27 percent after a 
third deployment.101 Ground troops (soldiers 
and Marines) are more likely to report PTSD 
and depression than are sailors and airmen; 
women, enlisted personnel, Hispanics, and 
those not on active duty (Guard, Reserve, 
retired) are the most likely to report PTSD 
and depression.102 Among 300,000 service 

Extrapolation of these 
findings produces an estimate 
that 300,000 of the service 
members deployed in support 
of Iraq and Afghanistan 
suffer from PTSD or major 
depression and that another 
320,000 suffer probable 
traumatic brain injury.
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members surveyed, 19 percent reported 
suffering a probable traumatic brain injury. 
Extrapolation of these findings produces an 
estimate that 300,000 of the service members 
deployed in support of Iraq and Afghanistan 
suffer from PTSD or major depression and 
that another 320,000 suffer probable trau-
matic brain injury.103

Suicide rates among military personnel are 
typically lower than civilian rates. In 2008, 
for the first time since Vietnam, the rate of 
suicides in the Army (128 deaths, or about 
20 deaths per 100,000 soldiers) surpassed 
the rate among the civilian population.104 
Male veterans are twice as likely as their 
non-veteran peers to die by suicide. White 
veterans are more likely than blacks to die by 
suicide.105 Suicide among service members 
and veterans is strongly related to PTSD, 
major depression, traumatic brain injury, and 
limitations in daily activities.106 The cogni-
tive and psychological wounds suffered by 
service members in Iraq and Afghanistan 
may produce psychological mortality surpass-
ing the number of combat deaths in the war 
on terror.107 The cognitive injuries suffered 
by service members are likely to impair their 
transitions to civilian work, their relationships 
with family and friends, and their broader life 
trajectories.

Service members report alarming failures 
to receive treatment for their cognitive and 
psychological disorders. Nearly half report 
seeking psychological treatment or coun-
seling help for PTSD or major depression. 
Forty three percent of those who suspected 
that they had a traumatic brain injury were 
never seen by medical professionals for that 
condition.108 The culture of the military (an 
extension of civilian culture in America) dis-
courages people from seeking medical help 
for cognitive and psychological disorders. 

Fear of negative effects on careers, personal 
stigmatization, and potential loss of peers’ 
confidence are cited as major reasons to avoid 
professional help.109 The negative implica-
tions for future health (including substance 
abuse and suicide), work outcomes, and 
relationship success (especially in families) of 
these high incidences of non-treatment for 
cognitive and psychological trauma cannot be 
overstated.110

Sexual Harassment and Sexual Assault
Sexual harassment and sexual assault affect 
many men and women in the United States, 
both within the military and in the civilian 
population. The issue has been given much 
more attention in the military in recent 
decades. Comparing sexual harassment and 
assault among civilians and military groups 
is challenging because reporting require-
ments differ between the two populations. 
Comparisons over time within the military 
are also complicated because the military has 
changed its reporting format several times 
in recent years. Still, it is possible to reach a 
fairly clear understanding of the extent and 
impact of such events on current military 
personnel and veterans.

Although both men and women in the 
military experience sexual harassment and 
sexual assault—referred to as military sexual 
trauma (MST)—rates are much higher 
among women. In 2006, one-third of women 
and 6 percent of men in uniform reported 
being sexually harassed, and 6.8 percent of 
military women and 1.8 percent of military 
men reported being sexually assaulted. Junior 
enlisted personnel were most likely to report 
military sexual trauma. Of the four branches, 
service members in the Army were most 
likely, and those in the Air Force least likely, 
to report such trauma.111 The rate of sexual 
trauma among female veterans is estimated 
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in the range of low 20 percent to low 30 
percent.112 The rate among male veterans is 
estimated at between 2 and 4 percent.113

Military sexual trauma impairs both physical 
and mental health. In 2007, the Veterans 
Health Administration found that women 
veterans who reported sexual trauma also 
presented with symptoms of PTSD, dissocia-
tive disorders, eating disorders, and personal-
ity disorders. Male veterans who reported 
sexual trauma had high rates of dissociative 
and personality disorders. Men were signifi-
cantly more likely than women to be diag-
nosed with adjustment disorders. Both male 
and female victims of sexual trauma are more 
likely to be diagnosed with alcohol and 
anxiety disorders than are their same-sex 
veteran peers who did not experience such 
trauma; for both disorders, the association 
was stronger among women.114 

The risk of developing PTSD from sexual 
trauma is at least as high as, if not higher 
than, the risk of developing PTSD from expo-
sure to combat.115 Among veterans, sexually 
traumatized women are nearly three times 
more likely than men to be diagnosed with 
PTSD. Women veterans who experience mil-
itary sexual trauma are also up to five times 
more likely to develop PTSD than women 
who experience civilian sexual trauma.116 

Behaviors associated with sexual trauma, such 
as substance abuse and risky behavior, expose 
these veterans to such physical health risks 
as liver disease, chronic lung disease, weight-
related disorders, and HIV/AIDS. In addi-
tion, veterans who are sexually harassed or 
assaulted while in uniform attempt suicide or 
intentionally harm themselves at more than 
twice the rate of veterans without exposure to 
sexual trauma.117

For those who experience injury, either men-
tal or physical, as a result of their service, or 
for those who suffer military sexual trauma, 
there is a high probability that their military 
service will be a serious interruption in the 
transition to adulthood. Personal relation-
ships, careers, education, and in some cases 
physical independence are likely to suffer as 
a direct result of their military service. The 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have high-
lighted the physical and emotional risks of 
combat service, and the pervasive sexual 
harassment and assault military women 
experience also places them at particular risk 
of interrupted or unsuccessful transitions to 
adulthood. 

Lessons for Civilian Policy
Do the military policies that contribute to a 
successful transition to adulthood hold les-
sons for civilian policy makers? Because the 
institutional structure of the military, includ-
ing the Uniform Code of Military Justice, 
which codifies behavioral expectations, does 
not translate to civilian life, many military 
policies are not directly applicable in the 
civilian world. But some aspects of the mili-
tary’s approach may be successfully adapted 
for use in civilian policy making. 

Those who choose a military career enjoy 
almost ideal employment relations—gen-
erous benefits, job security with regulated 
promotion rules, and a generous pension 
after twenty years of service. In exchange 
for long hours, dangerous conditions, and 
frequent deployment from home, career men 
and women in service receive child care, 
health benefits, and housing—supports that 
minimize but do not eliminate the challenges 
of raising a family in the military. By contrast, 
young adults pursuing civilian work face 
uncertain employment and wages, eroding 
benefits, and volatile housing markets, all of 
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which likely delay family formation and chal-
lenge childrearing during these early years. 
The military benefits do not come without a 
cost or without risk, but they clearly provide 
an integrated web of institutional support for 
service members and their families. 

Even though the all-volunteer force has 
become more a career force than the military 
was before the early 1970s, most who join still 
serve only a short time, typically four years. 
Those who serve for a limited period often do 
so to gain training, experience, discipline, or 
to earn the now-generous GI Bill educational 
benefits. For these youth, service represents 
an active transition to adulthood—a means 
to acquire an adult role—rather than a mere 
pause between adolescence and adulthood. 
Earlier generations of young adults who 
served may indeed have used military service 
as a “time out,” moratorium, or pause in the 
transition to adulthood because their service 
was involuntary. Being conscripted into the 
military interrupted the plans and trajectories 
of these young people. But voluntary mili-
tary service is part of a planned course into 
adulthood. The same institutional supports 
for marriage, childbearing, occupational 
attainment, and education that are available 
to career service members are also available 
to those who serve for shorter periods. These 
supports far exceed those available in the 
world of college or of work. 

Sometimes the military is seen as one of 
a handful of “second-chance” institutions 
poised to help disadvantaged youth get back 
on track to a successful transition to adult-
hood. Fairly stringent enlistment criteria 
disqualify many who need a second chance—
those with criminal records, those in poor 
health, and those who drop out of high school. 
Some policy researchers have suggested 
using military service as the equivalent of a 

jobs or welfare program, but early experi-
ments admitting into the military individu-
als who did not meet standard enlistment 
criteria were not successful, because they 
were implemented in a way that made these 
soldiers easy to identify and targets of dif-
ferential treatment.118 In recent years, chang-
ing force sizes have led to varying enlistment 
standards. Although these variations provide 
a natural experiment on how military service 
affects men and women accepted under 
relaxed standards, such analyses have yet to 
be conducted. An earlier natural experiment 
resulting from the misnorming of the Armed 
Forces Qualifying Test (AFQT) in 1976–80 
found that the 400,000 individuals inadver-
tently admitted during the misnorming period 
performed more poorly than higher-aptitude 
peers.119 Indeed, these low-aptitude recruits 
partly contributed to the characterization of 
the military at that time as a “hollow force.”120 
In short, although military service does have 
the capacity to change those who serve, some 
of the positive outcomes are attributable to 
the selection process that screens out those 
least likely to succeed, a key lesson for policy 
makers interested in appropriating military 
models. 

Quasi-military programs, public military 
academies, and JROTC programs in schools 
have recently become popular, especially in 
areas with large populations of vulnerable 
youth, and they appear to be successful. In 
an evaluation focusing on JROTC Career 
Academies (programs within traditional 
schools), students participating in the JROTC 
programs had higher grade point averages, 
lower absenteeism, and higher high school 
graduation rates than those not participat-
ing.121 A recent ethnographic study of a 
public military academy suggests that such 
a model (where all students are cadets) may 
hold promise largely because of the military-
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like solidarity it promotes.122 The National 
Guard Youth ChalleNGe program focuses on 
high school dropouts, also using a military-
inspired model. The program provides an ini-
tial socialization phase similar to boot camp, 
a residential program of life skills, academic 
work, and physical fitness, followed by a post-
residential placement into a job or further 
education.123 After tough initial socialization, 
the residential phase emphasizes isolation 
from negative peer influences and focuses 
on discipline, leadership and followership, 
fitness and health, and academic, civic, and 
social education. Early results from a random- 
assignment demonstration show positive 
outcomes: the treatment group was more 
likely to have earned a GED (46 percent of 
the program group versus 10 percent of the 
control group earned a diploma or GED), to 
be working or attending college (30 percent 
versus 21 percent working full time, 11 per-
cent vs. 3 percent in college), and less likely 
to report being arrested (14 percent versus 
20 percent). The program evaluation is ongo-
ing, but initial findings suggest the military 
model is helping high school dropouts in the 
transition to adulthood.

Military service plays a key role in the transi-
tion to adulthood for those who do serve, but 
two aspects of military service in the contem-
porary environment will likely be increasingly 
relevant. First, because of the occupational 
heritability of military service, the trends 
in military family policies we discuss have 
implications for the transition to adulthood of 
the next generation. Children growing up in 
today’s military are exposed to the relatively 
pro-family policies and social environment 
of the military that may intensify the inter-
generational transmission of military service. 
Second, military-connected trauma and 
disability can generate long-lasting effects on 
the life trajectories of those affected. There 
is often a substantial delay in the diagnosis of 
a service-related trauma or disability as well, 
implying yet more individuals whose lives 
may be negatively affected by their service 
in years to come. Thus, the health sequelae, 
like the educational and employment con-
sequences of service, will be with veterans 
for the duration of their life course, not just 
during the transition to adulthood.
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How an adolescent fares 
during the transition to 
adulthood has long-term 
repercussions. Earning a 
college degree leads to a 

higher-paying and more prestigious job, while 
early parenthood, unsuccessful marriage at 
a young age, and involvement in crime or 
problematic substance use all foretell dif-
ficulties in finances, family relationships, and 
beyond.1 More than twenty years ago, the 
William T. Grant Foundation’s influential 
report on The Forgotten Half demonstrated 
that non-college-bound youth have much 
poorer prospects for successful and satisfying 
adult lives than do college-bound youth.2 In 
this article we focus on what the transition to 
adulthood means for youth who are consider-
ably more vulnerable, as evidenced by their 
involvement in social service and justice 
systems during childhood and adolescence.3 
If the transition to adulthood is likely to be 
smooth for college-bound middle-class youth, 
but is often rough sledding for working-class 
non-college-bound youth, then it can be a 
minefield for such vulnerable populations.4

As Rick Settersten and Barbara Ray make 
clear in their article in this issue, moving into 
adulthood involves a long and often difficult 
transition in the United States and other 
industrialized nations in the West. The period 
after high school and well into the twenties 
has become a time of semi-autonomy during 
which youth typically remain dependent on 
their parents in many ways, not only finan-
cially, but also for help ranging from a place 
to live to extended child care. If the transition 
to adulthood is slow and arduous for a large 
share of the general population, how much 
harder must it be for young people who have 
spent years in the mental health or juvenile 
justice system or in foster care? The prob-
lems facing these groups as they transition to 

adulthood are critically important, to these 
youths and their families of course, but also 
to the public institutions that have evolved 
over time to address their special needs, and 
to the nation as a whole.

These vulnerable youth populations can 
be described in terms of the specific chal-
lenges they confront—their disabilities, for 
example, or their trauma histories—over and 
above those faced by young people gener-
ally. They can also be described with respect 
to the public systems that provide services 
to them, and often constrain their opportu-
nities, before and during the transition to 
adulthood. Because vulnerable youth often 
face multiple challenges and are often served 
by multiple public systems, it is difficult to 
estimate precisely the size of the population 
as a whole, as well as to identify clear policy 
directions. We have chosen here to describe 
these youth in terms of the public systems 
with which they are involved. Although this 
approach has its limits, its strength is that 
it illuminates the challenge of how policy 
reform can help vulnerable youth move suc-
cessfully into adulthood. We consider the 
transition to adulthood for seven populations, 
distinguished by their involvement in spe-
cific government systems: the mental health 
system, the foster care system, the juvenile 
justice system, the criminal justice system, 
special education, the health care system (for 
youth with physical disabilities and chronic 
illness), and (though these youth really have 
no comprehensive system of care) runaway 
and homeless youth.

At the outset, it is important to recognize 
that the diverse missions of the systems that 
provide services for vulnerable youth com-
plicate the task of assisting the transition 
to adulthood. Some of the systems, notably 
foster care and juvenile justice, are custodial 
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in nature, while others generally provide 
support to young people but do not take 
over parental responsibility. The foster care 
and juvenile justice systems are held legally 
accountable for the overall safety and well-
being (for example, education and health) of 
youth in their care, though they often rely on 
other systems for assistance in carrying out 
these roles. In contrast, although they can 
provide crucial support to vulnerable youth, 
the health and special education systems are 
responsible for more specialized services 
targeting particular needs of young people. 
And although the juvenile and adult justice 
systems are responsible for meeting the 
needs of the populations they serve, they are 
also expected to play a role in ensuring public 
safety. The different missions of these cus-
todial and non-custodial systems are not, at 
least in principle, in conflict with each other, 
but their distinct goals can get in the way of 
close collaboration. 

Even if the transition to adulthood had not 
become so demanding, members of these 
vulnerable groups would face exceptional 
challenges finding employment, attending 
college, and marrying and starting a family. 
Many struggle with emotional or behavioral 
problems; many have histories of problems 
in school and the community. Often their 
families are unable or unwilling to provide 
the support that most families provide to 
their children during this transition—funding 
for college, child care that permits work or 
schooling for young parents, a place to live 
when times are hard. Some of these young 
adults are hampered by limited capacities 
and difficulty acquiring skills. The day-to-day 
tasks of achieving financial and residential 
independence can be daunting because of 
physical disabilities, chronic illness, or mental 
illness. And it has long been thought that 
involvement in the justice and foster care 

systems may exacerbate the problems of 
some youth or carry a stigma that makes suc-
cess less likely.5 

The difficulties that members of these groups 
encounter as children and adolescents lead 
all of them to depend on (or be entangled 
in) public systems, often for many years. But 
the transition to adulthood changes their 
established relationships with these systems, 
typically in dramatic ways. Reaching the age 
of eighteen or twenty-one may end eligibility 
for services, sometimes abruptly. The eligi-
bility cutoffs are increasingly problematic 
because most other young people their age 
continue to depend on others and need sup-
port and training, often for many years. Only 
rarely, as with special education services and 
foster care, are programs already in place to 
smooth the transition to adulthood. More 
often, youth leave systems tailored for clients 
their age and, if they are eligible for further 
services at all, enter new systems that serve 
much older people and that are not equipped 
to address the special issues of young adult-
hood. Such changes in eligibility and in 
service systems pose important and complex 
issues for public policy. 

The Challenges They Face
As noted, one reason to pay closer attention 
to these vulnerable populations is that the 

It is important to recognize 
that the diverse missions 
of the systems that provide 
services for vulnerable youth 
complicate the task of assisting 
the transition to adulthood.
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lengthening transition to adulthood poses 
an even greater challenge for them than for 
other youth. Some of these vulnerable youth 
must accomplish tasks that other youth do 
not face. Whereas most young people begin 
the transition to adulthood from the security 
of their family’s home, runaway and homeless 
youth and youth leaving foster care may have 
to find their own housing. Youth entangled 
with the juvenile or adult justice system may 
have to pay restitution or follow rules of pro-
bation or parole that restrict their activities. 
Physically disabled youth often must arrange 
medical services or assistive devices. Taking 
on these extra burdens makes it that much 
more difficult to get a college education or 
develop a strong romantic relationship that 
may lead to marriage.

Some of these populations have only limited 
ability to perform everyday tasks. Those with 
physical disabilities, for example, may have 
reduced strength and range of movement; 
youth in special education may have learning 
disabilities or cognitive impairments. Such 
limitations could preclude certain occupa-
tions or even rule out independent living 
without special assistance. Young adults 
with mental illness and behavioral problems 
could find it hard to meet the expectations of 
employers, friends, or romantic partners.

Deficiencies in family support—a common 
challenge for most of these vulnerable 
populations—are increasingly significant in 
the context of the lengthening transition to 
adulthood. Youth in the general population 
typically receive valuable support from their 
families, and even when they do not, they 
know it would be forthcoming were a special 
need to arise. Family financial support—in 
the form, say, of funding for a college educa-
tion—is essential to the ability of middle-class 
families to put their children on a professional 

career track. Vulnerable youth often have 
poor relationships with their families, who 
themselves have limited economic resources. 
Youth in the juvenile justice system and in 
special education often come from poor, 
single-parent families.6 Most problematic of 
course, are the limited (even absent) or 
negative relations with family commonly 
experienced by runaway and homeless youth 
and youth who have been living in foster care. 
The difficulty is not always a family’s lack of 
motivation. In many cases parents and 
extended family of these youth strive to be 
supportive, but the cumulative demands of 
the long journey through childhood can sap 
parents’ ability to take on the burdens of a 
longer transition to adulthood.

Changing and Narrowly Defined 
Eligibility for Service Systems
The services these vulnerable populations 
receive as children and adolescents often 
come to an end during the transition to adult-
hood, even if the need for them continues 
and even if current life circumstances present 
obvious difficulties. The government assumes 
different relationships with children than 
with adults and offers separate sets of service 
systems for the two groups. Because the gov-
ernment sees children as being dependent, 
it makes more services available to them and 
puts less restrictive eligibility criteria on them.

As adolescents move into adulthood, their 
program eligibility ends, sometimes abruptly 
and sometimes in phases. State-supported 
foster care, for instance, stops between ages 
eighteen and twenty-one, depending on the 
state, reflecting an outdated notion that the 
step from childhood dependence to adult 
independence is a simple one. Independence 
is, indeed, the appropriate goal, but the 
modern transition to adulthood is long and 
complex, and chances of success are much 
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enhanced by continued support. More 
than ever, adolescents benefit from assum-
ing responsibility gradually, while receiving 
continued guidance from concerned adults. 
After the difficulties that youth in foster 
care have faced earlier in life, their need for 
continuing assistance from adults is no doubt 
greater than that of most other youth. It is 
deeply problematic that, having assumed the 
role of parent during the teen years, the state 
refuses to play the important continuing role 
of parent during the next decade.

In the special education system, by contrast, 
services extend into early adulthood and are 
tailored to individuals’ needs. The federal 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) requires secondary schools to begin 
developing individualized transition plans 
when students are fourteen. Each special 
education student must have a plan with 
long-term goals for education, vocational 
training, and general life skills, and that plan 
must specify the services needed to achieve 
these goals.

In some systems, reaching the age of majority 
brings drastic change. A stark example is the 

shift from the juvenile justice system to the 
adult criminal justice system. After reaching 
a state’s age of majority (usually eighteen), 
youth who commit criminal offenses are no 
longer eligible for the juvenile justice system. 
Instead they move from the juvenile system, 
which views children as dependent and mal-
leable and takes rehabilitation as at least its 
nominal goal, to the adult system, where the 
explicit goal is punishment.

In all these systems, the state assumes less 
responsibility for youth once they pass an age 
threshold beyond which they are no longer 
considered children. When they move across 
that arbitrary line and become adults, the 
systems that have been trying to meet their 
needs are no longer available. They either 
lose eligibility for assistance altogether or face 
a totally new set of eligibility requirements 
to enter systems with different missions. 
And when they are eligible for new services, 
adult-focused agencies rarely offer programs 
that address their specific developmental 
needs and rarely offer specialized training 
for staff toward this end. Continuing services 
for these vulnerable populations might not 
be necessary if government systems had 
prepared them fully for the transition to 
adulthood—and if the transition to well- 
paying jobs and early marriages were as 
smooth today as it was during the 1950s. No 
doubt some vulnerable youth still make that 
transition successfully, but for many others 
whose severe difficulties have kept them 
involved in these systems for years, success  
is highly unlikely.

That eligibility for assistance changes just as 
these youth begin the transition to adulthood 
is not the only problem with the eligibility 
criteria of these public programs. Each pro-
gram is designed to respond to what is per-
ceived to be a distinct need (such as disability 

The services these vulnerable 
populations receive as 
children and adolescents  
often come to an end during 
the transition to adulthood, 
even if the need for them 
continues and even if current 
life circumstances present 
obvious difficulties.
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or mental illness) or problem (such as crime), 
even though vulnerable young people do not 
fit neatly into such narrowly defined eligibility 
“boxes.” Because public support systems for 
vulnerable youth have been designed around 
these categorical eligibility criteria, no one 
system is responsible for meeting the entire 
range of needs of the young people it serves, 
and each system uses its own eligibility cri-
teria to engage in a process of gate-keeping 
that can deny youth access to services. For 
example, state child welfare and juvenile 
justice systems can be in conflict over which 
system should provide care for adolescents 
engaging in problematic behavior, and the 
way that conflict is resolved can have signifi-
cant consequences for the kinds of services 
available to youth after reaching the age of 
majority.  

Commonalities during the  
Transition to Adulthood
As these seven vulnerable groups struggle 
during the transition to adulthood to get 
work and to start families of their own, the 
particular profile of outcomes varies across 
the groups, but they share much in common.7 

One commonality is that males, the poor, and 
youth of color are over-represented in every 
group. Another is that youth in every group 
vary widely as to the seriousness and type 
of problem or need. A third commonality is 
population overlap—that is, that members of 
one group often belong to another group as 
well. A fourth is that members of every group 
have poor outcomes in many domains. And 
the final commonality is that in every group 
the factors that contribute to success are  
the same.

Over-Represented Groups
Vulnerable populations generally have a larger 
share of males, of youth from poor families, 
and of youth of color than does the general 

population.8 Young men are over-represented 
both because specific biological factors are 
relevant to certain disabilities and because 
higher rates of typically male behavior bring 
them into contact with a government system. 
For example, autism, a disability that leads to 
placement in special education, is more 
common among boys than girls.9 And illegal 
behavior, which is far more common for males 
than females, brings contact with the juvenile 
and criminal justice systems.10 Differences in 
behavior may also elicit reactions from within 
the service systems that lead to this over- 
representation. Teachers, social workers, and 
police, for example, may be more troubled  
by the disruptive behaviors more common 
among males than by the depressive symp-
toms more common for females.

Youth of color are also over-represented 
in each of the vulnerable populations. The 
criminal justice system incarcerates African 
American men at six times the rate of whites.11 
And youth with disabilities are twice as likely 
as youth in the general population to be 
African American.12 The over-representation 
of minority group members is partly attrib-
utable to poverty, which is sometimes an 
eligibility factor (as with foster care) and 
sometimes a risk factor (as with poor men-
tal health) for the problem targeted by the 
system. Poverty can also play a role in the 
decision-making process regarding entry to a 
system. A family’s standing in the community 
and whether it has the resources to purchase 
private counseling, for example, may influ-
ence whether a school principal decides to 
allow a family to address its child’s misbehav-
ior or to turn the matter over to the police or 
social services.

It would be a serious mistake, however, 
to assume that all youth in these vulner-
able populations are poor. Even the most 
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advantaged families sometimes have children 
with serious problems. And these families’ 
resources may help them to obtain public 
services when needed, as when middle-class 
parents obtain a private diagnosis and press 
the special education system to provide cor-
responding assistance. Even so, the rate of 
poverty is 50 percent higher among disabled 
youth than among other youth.13

Poverty is also important at the community 
level. Rates of crime and delinquency are 
high in poor neighborhoods, in part because 
of the absence of the strong ties among 
neighbors that could enable an effective 
response to anti-social behavior.14 High crime 
rates in these areas enmesh more youth in 
the juvenile and criminal justice systems, and 
the resulting victimization and family dis-
ruption raise risks for mental health, family 
stability, and disability. Again, though, there 
are countervailing dynamics in resource-rich 
neighborhoods. For instance, because of the 
higher overall levels of safety and academic 
achievement in such neighborhoods, a youth’s 
minor transgressions can result in arrests and 
struggling students are more likely to land in 
special education.

Diversity of the Populations
It is important to keep in mind that, although 
each vulnerable group is defined by a prob-
lem or need and a corresponding service 
system, its population is far from homoge-
neous. Instead, youth in each population 
vary greatly as to the seriousness and type of 
problem or need. The special education sys-
tem, for example, covers youth with mental 
retardation as well as youth with emotional 
and behavioral problems. And this diver-
sity in problems or needs may correspond 
to underlying population differences. For 
instance, childhood disadvantage and educa-
tional failure is more common among serious 

and repeat offenders than among first-time 
offenders.15 Both before and during the 
transition to adulthood, youth with different 
problems require different resources. Youth 
who are blind and youth with an orthopedic 
impairment require quite different services 
from the health system; likewise the mental 
health system must provide different services 
to those suffering from moderate depression 
and to those experiencing a serious thought 
disorder, such as schizophrenia.

Youth in these seven groups also differ in the 
age at which their vulnerability arises, a varia-
tion that has implications for how long they 
are involved with a particular system. Some 
youth enter foster care as infants; others, as 
teenagers. Usually, being in these vulnerable 
populations as young adults represents at 
least some continuity from adolescence, but 
exceptions exist. Some mental health prob-
lems, for example, typically appear in early 
adulthood, and young adults can become 
involved in the criminal justice system 
without having previously encountered the 
juvenile justice system.16 Because research 
on the transition to adulthood is quite limited 
for most of these groups, much less is known 
about them as young adults than as children 
and adolescents.

Overlap among the Vulnerable  
Populations
Treating vulnerable youth as belonging to dis-
tinct groups is somewhat misleading, because 
the youth served by these different systems 
overlap to a large degree and in many differ-
ent combinations. No good epidemiological 
data document how many youth are involved 
in more than one of these systems, but evi-
dence shows that overlaps between specific 
pairs of systems are extensive. For instance, 
35 percent of emotionally disturbed youth in 
special education are arrested as juveniles.17 
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One likely source of such overlaps is that the 
same risk factors, such as parental substance 
abuse, learning problems, and community 
disadvantage, dispose involvement in many 
of these systems. For instance, both incarcer-
ated adolescents and foster youth typically 
have serious academic deficits, raising the 
likelihood of special education placement  
for both.18

Another source of overlap is the administra-
tive links between the systems, with each 
sometimes referring youth to others. Special 
education and mental health professionals 
may refer youth to one another, and prob-
lems at school may lead administrators to call 
in justice personnel or child welfare. In some 
cases, one professional suspects a problem 
that falls into another professional’s domain. 
In other cases, two different systems may 
provide services addressing the same prob-
lem, such as school assistance and outside 
counseling for an emotional disorder. 

Yet another, and unfortunate, source of over-
lap is that involvement in one system may 
exacerbate other problems, thereby leading 
to contact with other systems. For instance, 
youth who come to the juvenile justice sys-
tem with high rates of externalizing prob-
lems, such as violent behavior, often suffer 
as well from internalizing problems, such as 
anxiety and depression.19 If the justice system 
removes a youth from friends and family to 
reside in a correctional facility, that experi-
ence could well exacerbate any internalizing 
problems and lead to contact with the mental 
health system. Similarly, the disruptions 
of moving into and out of hospitals, foster 
homes, and residential treatment facilities 
will disrupt learning and interfere with suc-
cess at school, which has consequences not 
only for special education but also for delin-
quency.20 In this vein, research has found 

that removal from the home and multiple 
placements occasioned by spending time in 
foster care are also associated with increased 
criminal activity.21

Poor Outcomes in Many Domains
Regardless of the service system in which 
these youth find themselves, many experience 
poor outcomes across the major domains—
education, employment, family formation—
that mark the transition to adulthood. 

Members of all seven of these vulnerable 
groups fare poorly at completing high school 
and obtaining the postsecondary education 
critical to occupational and financial success 
in today’s economy. One study finds that only 
54 percent of youth discharged from foster 
care at age eighteen complete high school 
within 2.5 to 4 years, compared with 78 per-
cent of same-age peers in the general popu-
lation.22 Limited education is particularly 
striking among young adults who have been 
incarcerated as either juveniles or adults, 
with studies reporting that fewer than 20 
percent have diplomas or GEDs.23 Similarly, 
fewer than 15 percent of homeless youth over 
age eighteen have high school diplomas.24 
Educational deficits are genuine but less dra-
matic for some other groups such as young 

Regardless of the service 
system in which these youth 
find themselves, many 
experience poor outcomes 
across the major domains  
that mark the transition  
to adulthood.
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adults who were in special education, youth 
with mental health problems, and youth with 
physical disabilities.25 Even so, education is 
often severely limited among the members of 
these groups whose problems are more seri-
ous. For instance, young adults with multiple 
physical disabilities have only a one in twelve 
chance of completing a higher education.26 
Although data on rates of college attendance 
generally are more scarce, rates appear to be 
remarkably low for all vulnerable groups. By 
age twenty, less than 10 percent of former 
foster youth have attended college.27

One of the primary tasks of the transition 
to adulthood—to begin full-time employ-
ment with the aim of achieving financial 
independence—proves a greater challenge 
for all of these vulnerable groups than for 
the general population. Again, the differ-
ences are moderate for some groups, more 
stark for others. For instance, 57 percent of 
youth from special education have full-time 
employment three to five years after high 
school, compared with 69 percent for other 
youth.28 But only about one-third of homeless 
youth are employed full-time.29 As with edu-
cation, consequences can be more extreme 
for youth with more serious problems: 39 
percent of young adults aged eighteen to 
thirty with serious physical disabilities are in 
the labor force, compared with 72 percent of 
those with mild disabilities and 79 percent of 
the general population.30 

The combination of limited education and 
employment has understandable conse-
quences for the living circumstances of the 
vulnerable groups. Research on this topic 
for former foster youth, homeless youth, and 
young adults involved in the juvenile justice 
system shows that all are likely to live below 
the poverty level, to have trouble paying bills 
and other expenses, and to depend on public 

assistance.31 The nature of the problems that 
arise also depends on a group’s particular 
challenges and life histories. For instance, 
former foster youth and homeless youth 
have high rates of homelessness and unstable 
living situations, and establishing an inde-
pendent household is especially problematic 
for young adults with physical disabilities or 
mental retardation.32

Rates of marriage do not appear to differ 
much between the vulnerable groups and the 
general population.33 Perhaps this similar-
ity between the two groups should not be 
surprising given the low rates of marriage 
among all young adults today, a reflection 
of combined trends toward later marriage 
among the highly educated and toward lower 
lifetime marriage rates in some disadvan-
taged groups.34 

A more distinctive feature of family formation 
for the vulnerable populations is high rates of 
parenthood, especially outside of marriage. 
For instance, about a third of female former 
foster youth are raising children on their own 
by age twenty-one.35 Similarly, half of young 
women diagnosed with learning disabilities 
or emotional disturbances are mothers three 
to five years after they finish high school, 
compared with less than one-third of the 
general population.36 More than a quarter of 
young women involved in the mental health 
system experience unplanned pregnancies, 
compared with less than 10 percent of the 
general population.37 Taken together with the 
other difficulties of the vulnerable groups, 
these high rates of parenthood pose serious 
problems. A large share of women who had 
been in foster care, for example, reported 
that their children suffered from health, edu-
cation, or behavioral problems, or had been 
removed from their homes.38 Members of 
these vulnerable groups also engage in more 
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high-risk sexual activity, as reflected in the 
number of partners and sexually transmitted 
diseases, and they are more often subjected 
to sexual victimization.39

Other impediments block the path toward 
adulthood. Some obstacles are simply con-
tinuations of earlier problems, such as crimi-
nal behavior by young adults who had been 
involved in the juvenile justice system and 
mental disorders among young adults with 
mental health problems as adolescents.40 But 
most of these populations also face a wide 
variety of new problems. For instance, young 
adults formerly involved in the foster care, 
special education, and mental health systems 
have high rates of criminal behavior;41 those 
formerly involved in the foster care and 
juvenile justice systems have elevated rates of 
mental health problems;42 and almost all the 
vulnerable groups have high rates of sub-
stance use.43

Factors Contributing to Success
Despite their vulnerabilities, many youth 
in all of the populations achieve at least a 
basic level of self-sufficiency, and some go 
on to reach more substantial success. Those 
who succeed tend to be characterized by 
resilience—the ability to surmount difficul-
ties and to recover quickly from stressful 
events or mishaps.44 The resources that 
contribute to resilience come in many forms, 
from individuals’ skills and personality, to 
supportive relationships with other people, 
to involvement in groups like churches and 
clubs. The more researchers can learn about 
these sources of resilience, the more they 
can strengthen social policy by showing how 
government assistance can enable people to 
do the most for themselves. A hallmark of 
policies based on resilience is an emphasis on 
youth taking an active role in creating their 
own success—a counter to the notion that 

social programs take away from individual 
responsibility.

Research has also begun to identify other 
factors that promote success in the transition 
to adulthood. One is success at school. Not 
only is school success a positive outcome in 
its own right, but it is a valuable resource that 
enhances success in many domains, particu-
larly employment, which places an ever-
increasing premium on education. Support 
from family and friends is a second com-
mon protective factor, as would be expected 
given all young adults’ need for support from 
others during today’s extended transition to 
adulthood. For example, research has found 
healthy interpersonal relationships valuable 
in helping juvenile offenders desist from 
crime.45 Similarly, healthy interpersonal rela-
tionships characterize the successful youth 
who leave residential treatment facilities.46 
Certain personality traits, such as persistence 
and confidence, also enable some vulner-
able youth to make a successful transition to 
adulthood.47

Four Policy Challenges
A review of current public policies directed 
toward vulnerable youth in transition reveals 
problems in four areas.48 First, eligibility cri-
teria exclude youth from services that might 
benefit them; second, funding for transition 
services is inadequate; third, lack of coordina-
tion across service systems hampers appropri-
ate service delivery; and, finally, many service 
professionals lack training in developmental 
issues for young adults.

Eligibility criteria often prevent needy youth 
from using the services that are available. For 
instance, before recent changes in federal 
policy, transition services that were available 
to youth in foster care were quite limited 
for those who left care before aging out.49 A 
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youth who spends several years in foster care 
before being adopted at age fourteen may 
well benefit from transition services as much 
as a youth who ages out. Such inconsistency 
works against other goals of the child wel-
fare system—in this case, although adoption 
is encouraged by public policy, it penalizes 
youths in terms of their long-term prospects. 
Similarly the juvenile justice system offers 
after-care and support only to youth placed in 
residential settings, not to those on parole.50 
Placement on parole may reflect a range of 
policies determined by the attitudes of judges 
or the local community, attitudes that may 
have little to do with a youth’s need for assis-
tance in making the transition to adulthood.

Overall service delivery is hampered by lim-
ited funding in relation to the actual need.51 
For example, although the federal government 
gives states $140 million a year to help prepare 
foster youth for the transition to adulthood, 
that total translates into very little per youth. 
Even if the states allocated all of that fund-
ing to services for the approximately 25,000 
youth who exit foster care each year to legal 
emancipation, the share going to each former 
foster youth between eighteen and twenty-one 
would be less than $2,000. Because there are 
no age restrictions on the use of these funds 
and because states often target youth sixteen 
and older, the actual amount spent per youth 
is undoubtedly even less. 

A third policy challenge is that the service 
systems operate independently and almost 
in isolation from each other. They rarely 
even communicate except regarding spe-
cific youth, and sometimes not even then. 
The lack of communication reflects narrow 
federal eligibility criteria that also make it 
hard for local government and private-sector 
service providers to aggregate funding across 
sources, leading to gaps in, and duplication 

of, services. For instance, in many commu-
nities youth in the juvenile justice system 
have no way to obtain mental health services. 
Service delivery is also hampered because 
the child- and adult-serving systems operate 
independently of each other. Youth entering 
adulthood encounter entirely new systems, 
such as vocational rehabilitation, and typically 
there is little communication even between 
child and adult arms of the same systems.

The attitudes and training of service provid-
ers pose the final policy challenge. Even if 
the relevant agencies and departments were 
to work well together in a given community, 
young adults might still have trouble finding 
providers who are aware of their age-specific 
needs, much less trained to address them. 
Research has demonstrated, for example, that 
medical providers are ill-prepared (or even 
unwilling) to discuss issues of sexuality with 
adolescents with disabilities.52 Another devel-
opmental issue facing medical personnel for 
patients of this age is the youths’ increased 
rights to privacy on reaching the age of 
majority. The law provides young adults with 
important privacy rights, though their fami-
lies usually remain important in their lives, 
and medical professionals typically do not 
know how to explore ways that families might 
provide support.

Policy Options
We believe that the United States needs a 
developmentally appropriate and socially 
inclusive system of support for vulnerable 
youth in transition to adulthood. In this sec-
tion we touch on the broad theme of social 
inclusion and then turn to five policy options 
that can help create such a system. These 
options involve a mix of specific reforms in 
the public systems involved as well as broad 
policies that would pertain to all youth mak-
ing the transition.
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Vulnerable populations deserve special 
attention during the transition to adulthood 
not only because they have more trouble 
meeting life’s challenges than their peers but 
because all young adults are facing especially 
big hurdles today. The public programs and 
entitlements that vulnerable youth receive 
during childhood and adolescence are the 
nation’s explicit acknowledgment of their 
special needs, and similar supports should be 
available as they make their way into adult-
hood. Such supports should not, however, 
be viewed as perpetuating a helpless depen-
dence, but as enabling them to shape their 
own future.

The fundamental principle of social inclusion 
is that a democratic society benefits when all 
its members participate in the full range of 
community affairs. Viewing vulnerable 
populations from the perspective of social 
inclusion shifts the focus from the personal 
difficulties or limitations of the populations to 
society’s portrayal of and treatment of them. 
This broader perspective calls for identifying 
policies and practices that exclude or alienate 
certain groups from the larger community. It 
also entails themes of agency, rights, and 
power for vulnerable groups to act on their 
own behalf; of reciprocity among individuals, 
groups, and the state; and of affection and 
obligation among all parties. Social policies 
that follow from the concept of social inclu-
sion enhance opportunities where they are 
lacking and remove barriers to the full 
participation of some groups.

From the social inclusion perspective, the 
reason for meeting the needs of vulnerable 
groups is not simply to improve their lives, 
but to help them to become fully contribut-
ing members of society and thereby to benefit 
the lives of all. Vulnerable youth have a good 
chance of making a successful transition to 

adulthood if society provides the supports 
that suit their circumstances. For the general 
population of youth, today’s longer and more 
uncertain transition to adulthood requires 
increasing supports from their families and 
the higher education system. The vulnerable 
populations lack comparable supports that 
would enable them to participate more fully as 
citizens. More effective public policies for this 
group are thus a means for social inclusion.

The policies a society adopts send messages 
about the relationships between citizens and 
the state, about who counts and whose voice 
should be heard. The eligibility cutoffs that 
deprive these vulnerable populations of ser-
vices as they make the transition to adulthood 
carry the message “You’re on your own.” 53 
The services that are available to them usu-
ally apply to some category of deficiency, 
such as mental illness, and are likely to carry 
stigmas.54 Gaining access to services should 
not require overcoming a tangle of bureau-
cratic webs, and the services available should 
be suited to young adults’ developmental 
needs and competencies.

To reach the goal of a socially inclusive sup-
port system for vulnerable youth, we recom-
mend five policy options. The first embraces 
steps that would help all youth, such as better 
curriculum and support services at com-
munity colleges, universal health care, and a 
higher minimum wage.55 As youth in vulnera-
ble populations move toward adulthood, they 
face the same difficulties as other youth, but 
with fewer resources and skills. Any policy 
steps that can reduce the difficulties that all 
youth face will be especially valuable to the 
vulnerable youth. 

A second option would be to improve the 
existing systems of care for children and 
adolescents. Services and policies that better 
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meet their needs as children and teens would 
prepare them more effectively for key life 
tasks of the transition. First and foremost, 
the systems of care must minimize the dam-
age they do to those they serve. No doubt 
any damage they do is unintentional, and it 
is difficult to distinguish such damage from 
the very problems that bring youth into 
these systems in the first place. Even so, the 
systems sometimes interfere with, rather than 
aid, the development of those in their care, as 
when youth experience unstable placements 
in the child welfare system or become victims 
of violence in the juvenile justice system. All 
practitioners involved in social services have 
struggled with this daunting problem for 
decades, but it must be addressed.

A third option that would broadly benefit vul-
nerable youth would be to address the loss of 
access to programs and services at, or too soon 
after, the age of majority. Abundant evidence 
confirms that the difficulties these populations 
experience during childhood and adolescence 
have continuing consequences as they transi-
tion to adulthood. The heavy dependence of 
most of today’s young adults on their families 
makes it clear that the need for public invest-
ment in the vulnerable populations does 
not end at age eighteen. Extending the age 
eligibility of youth-serving systems well into 
young adulthood would be consistent with 
normative transitions to adulthood nowadays. 
And because the life circumstances and devel-
opmental needs of early adulthood differ from 
those of adolescence, policies and practices 
must be tailored to this age period. 

The fourth policy strategy would be to move 
from a set of independent systems to a single, 
integrated system. Integration is needed not 
only across service systems, but also between 
youth and adult systems. Integration is also 
needed at two levels—at the administrative 

level, to coordinate eligibility and financing, 
and at the service level, to ensure that clients 
receive a non-redundant and comprehen-
sive set of services in an efficient manner. 
Integration would also have to bridge the 
differing cultures of current systems. For 
instance, many juvenile justice personnel see 
their mission as protecting the community 
rather than providing service to youth.56 

The final policy option that would improve 
both child and adult service systems is to 
shift to a family focus. Such a focus would 
recognize the diversity of the clients served 
and increase the involvement of parties most 
prominent in youths’ lives. Like other youth 
today, these vulnerable populations remain 
closely tied to and rather dependent on 
their families, even when those families are 
dysfunctional. For example, most youth leav-
ing the foster care system continue to have 
contact with their families of origin.57 

Because a system that better recognizes 
and then meets the needs of its clients may 
deliver more services, funding will pose a 
challenge. The critical questions are how 
much is society willing to invest in vulner-
able populations during the transition to 

Viewing vulnerable 
populations from the 
perspective of social inclusion 
shifts the focus from the 
personal difficulties or 
limitations of the populations 
to society’s portrayal of and 
treatment of them.
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adulthood, and what would be the most 
effective use of such an investment? 
Fortunately, there is growing interest at the 
national and state level in developing policy 
directed toward better supporting vulnerable 
youth making the transition to adulthood. 

Recent Federal Policy  
Developments
Washington’s heightened interest in improv-
ing supports for vulnerable young adults is 
evident both in moves to expand the federal 
role in the lives of these youths and in efforts 
to improve coordination of the systems that 
serve them.

The Fostering Connections Act of 2008 
provides a compelling example of a shift in 
U.S. social policy toward a socially inclusive 
approach to a vulnerable population of youth 
in transition. The law amends Title IV-E of 
the Social Security Act to allow states, at their 
option, to care for and support foster youth 
until the age of twenty-one provided that the 
youth are engaged in one of four activities—
completing high school or an equivalency 
program, attending postsecondary or voca-
tional school, participating in a vocational 
program, working for at least eighty hours a 
month—or are incapable of these activities 
because of a medical condition. Young people 
aged eighteen and older can be living inde-
pendently in a supervised setting as well as 
placed in a foster home or group care setting. 

The Fostering Connections Act marks a 
philosophical shift toward acknowledging 
continuing state responsibility to act in loco 
parentis for foster youth into early adult-
hood. The title of the law implies a shift 
from encouraging youth to be independent 
(the language used in earlier policy directed 
toward foster youth in transition) toward 
helping them make the connections they will 

need to be successful adults. The law’s provi-
sions stress that state-supervised out-of-home 
care for young adults ought to differ in sig-
nificant ways from care provided to minors. 
States must, for example, engage these young 
adults in activities that are developmentally 
appropriate (for example, higher education 
and employment) and must create more 
developmentally appropriate care settings for 
young adults (for example, supervised inde-
pendent living arrangements). 

The new federal law gives states entitle-
ment funding to provide transition-age youth 
with basic necessities and case management 
services, thus providing a foundation on which 
states can build a range of supports. Although 
many states have policies, at least on paper, 
that call for providing independent living 
services through age twenty-one, the poor eco-
nomic circumstances of youth who leave foster 
care and the resulting instability of their living 
arrangements arguably undermine efforts to 
engage these young people in services. The 
ability to use Title IV-E funds to stably house 
foster youth between eighteen and twenty-
one may allow states to better engage youth 
in other services available from child welfare 
agencies. Giving state child welfare agencies 
IV-E funding to continue providing case man-
agement beyond age eighteen may also help 
these agencies play the coordinating role that 
is necessary to help young people navigate the 
various public systems charged with assisting 
them—postsecondary education, workforce 
development, health and mental health ser-
vices, and housing. 

It is too soon to know whether the Fostering 
Connections Act will lead to the improved 
adult outcomes for foster youth envisioned by 
its sponsors, particularly because it provides 
support only to age twenty-one. Moreover, 
foster youth make up only a small proportion 
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of all vulnerable youth. However, the foster 
youth population exhibits all of the challenges 
that characterize vulnerable youth in transi-
tion. If the comprehensive array of support 
provided by the new law is shown to signifi-
cantly improve the transition to adulthood 
for foster youth, states may be encouraged to 
provide more support to other populations of 
vulnerable youth. 

Perhaps the most important example of 
federal efforts to improve coordination 
between the systems that serve vulnerable 
youth is the Shared Youth Vision Initiative.58 
It began as a cross-agency partnership 
formed in response to the 2003 White House 
Task Force Report on Disadvantaged Youth, 
which identified the need to integrate 
systems at the federal, state, and local levels 
to move vulnerable youth into adulthood. In 
2004, the Department of Labor formed a 
Shared Youth Vision partnership with the 
Departments of Education, Health and 
Human Services, and Justice. Since its 
inception, the partnership has engaged thirty 
states in planning, and the states now have 
formally established Shared Youth Vision 
teams. Nine federal agencies (Defense, 
Education, Health and Human Services, 
Housing and Urban Development, Justice, 
Labor, Social Security Administration, 
Transportation, and the Corporation for 
National and Community Service) are 
involved, and the partnership provides 
technical assistance, capacity building, and 
peer-to-peer support. Planning grants have 
been awarded to sixteen pilot states to 
provide more intensive and targeted support 
in advancing the initiative’s concepts and 
implementation. 

The Shared Youth Vision effort has led to a 
wide array of promising state- and local-level 
collaborations between youth- and adult-

serving systems. For example, in the Arizona 
collaboration, several state and local youth-
serving agencies provide coordinated support 
to youth transitioning from the child welfare 
and juvenile justice systems in two counties. 
The goal is to strengthen partnerships with 
local educational entities and employers to 
prepare, employ, and retain young people 
transitioning from care into employment. 
Alabama’s project serves youth in the child 
welfare and juvenile justice systems, as well 
as youth with disabilities, out-of-school youth 
and dropouts, and youth living in poverty. 
High-level professional staff, representing 
each of the several state agencies involved, 
meet regularly to address inter-agency fric-
tions, budget cuts, and turf battles. The 
project targets eight counties that make up 
one of the state’s administrative regions. Four 
Alabama Career (One-Stop) Centers in the 
region lead the initiative at the local level. 
Although the Shared Youth Vision initiative 
has supported a variety of state initiatives, the 
effectiveness of these efforts in improving 
outcomes for vulnerable youth has yet to be 
evaluated.

Moreover, although the initiative is a promis-
ing start in cross-system coordination and 
collaboration, the categorical nature of 
federal program eligibility and funding is 
likely to remain a serious obstacle to creating 
a socially inclusive and developmentally 
appropriate system of support for vulnerable 
youth in transition to adulthood. For exam-
ple, youth served by the juvenile justice and 
child welfare systems are often housed in the 
same group care and therapeutic foster care 
placement settings, but juvenile justice youth 
who do not meet criteria for Title IV-E 
funding are not eligible for many transition 
services available to foster youth, thus 
complicating the task of providing services in 
the homes of many young people.
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Creative use of waivers of federal funding 
requirements could offer opportunities for 
Shared Youth Vision pilot states to experi-
ment with more flexible and comprehensive 
approaches to providing services to the broad 
population of vulnerable youth. For example, 
Title IV-E funding can be used only for room 
and board for those in child welfare. Waivers, 
however, could allow some of those funds to 
be used for mental health services. Similar 
federal waivers, in combination with rigorous 
evaluation research, have been used effec-
tively in identifying promising approaches 
to moving parents from welfare to work, in 
reforming Medicaid, and in identifying strat-
egies for moving children out of long-term 
foster care. 

Research Needs
Another requirement for developing more 
effective support for vulnerable youth in 
transition is more and better research. With a 
few notable exceptions, such as the National 
Longitudinal Transition Studies in special 
education, data on these populations, espe-
cially during the transition to adulthood, 
are limited. Researchers have not yet pro-
vided either comprehensive, representative 
descriptions of the populations or systematic 
information about how they fare during the 

transition to adulthood. And though prom-
ising directions for policy and practice are 
being identified, few interventions have been 
tested empirically. For the most part, our 
policy recommendations reflect common 
sense and matters of fairness and justice, 
rather than strong evidence. Certainly poli-
cies should be logical and ethical, but they 
must also be based on detailed and accurate 
analyses of the problems to be addressed 
and on empirical tests of how well alternative 
strategies work. 

Top research priorities include identifying 
which youth are in greatest need and which 
would benefit most from transition programs. 
The two groups likely overlap in terms of 
race, gender, and many other characteristics, 
but whether and how they do is unknown. 
This issue is critical given the heterogeneity 
of the populations served and the shortage of 
funds overall. Quite likely some youth need 
much more help than others to succeed, and 
different youth need different types of help. 
The lack of knowledge about these differ-
ing needs is especially problematic because 
it makes it extremely difficult to target the 
limited resources available for such help.

Administrative data represent a potential 
resource to help identify the size of the 
vulnerable youth population, its involvement 
over time in various public systems, and 
important transition outcomes for the 
population. Developments in information 
technology are allowing states to develop 
databases that offer more accurate and more 
comprehensive information on individuals’ 
needs for services and history of involvement 
with the systems. These data sources can be 
linked across systems to identify individuals 
who have been involved in multiple systems, 
perhaps signaling greater need for services. 
Linked administrative data can also help 

Researchers have not yet 
provided either compre-
hensive, representative 
descriptions of the populations 
or systematic information 
about how they fare during 
the transition to adulthood.
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identify youths’ trajectories through various 
systems, identifying potential gaps in services 
and opportunities to target interventions. 
Many outcomes of interest during the 
transition to adulthood, such as employment, 
college enrollment and degree completion, 
crime, and receipt of public assistance, can 
be monitored using administrative data.59

Such data also provide an opportunity to 
understand innovative practices as they 
occur. States and localities exercise 

considerable autonomy in operating systems 
for vulnerable youth, leading to variation in 
the programs and policies implemented. That 
variation provides a learning opportunity for 
researchers who can systematically describe 
these policy and program variations across 
jurisdictions.60 Linking data on program and 
policies, system involvement, and outcomes 
can provide an opportunity to determine 
which programs and policies are linked to 
better outcomes. 
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