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THE CURRENT JOB OUTLOOK                                            

The Millennial Generation now numbers 83 million young 
Americans, surpassing Baby Boomers by nearly 8 million. 
Those born in the years 1982 through 2000 are also much 

more diverse, with some 44 percent racial or ethnic minorities.1 Not 
only are they the largest age cohort in the American workforce, but 
they are as large a share of the voting-age population as Boomers.2

And they are unquestionably the future of the New York economy. 
In this article, I draw upon the largest, most recent Census Bureau 
survey data sets to investigate how Millennials are faring in the 
Long Island metropolitan labor market. I focus here on the 
generation’s majority component living in Nassau and Suffolk 
counties, ages 18 to 29 as of 2014. By doing so, we can best capture 
the crucial transition process in which most are trying to move 
from high school to college and/or the full-time job market. 

Some notable findings are:
•	� Long Island Millennials average systematically lower rates of 

labor force participation than suburban youth nationally. 
•	� 18-to-24 year-olds have the lowest rates of participation in the job 

market. Their above-average school enrollment rates explain 
much of this.

•	� College graduates have consistently higher labor force 
participation. But even among Long Island college grads, rates of 
labor force participation are lower than among their counterparts 
nationwide.

•	� Racial and ethnic unemployment gaps have narrowed since the 
recession. But joblessness of most whites, Asians and Hispanics 
has still not fallen back to pre-recession levels.

•	� One in six older youth ages 25 to 29 are neither employed nor 
enrolled in schooling.

•	� More than two-fifths of employed Millennials on Long Island are 
underemployed in jobs not requiring 4-year degrees, a rate that 
has risen since the Great Recession and is above the national 
average.

•	� Recent job growth in mostly lower-wage industries has contributed 
to Millennials’ weak wage growth.

•	� Millennials’ earnings have fallen sharply relative to their youth 
counterparts in 2000. The average 23-year-old college graduate 
today earns over 20% less (-$5,400 in 2014 dollars) than a Long 

Islander of the same age and education at 
the end of the 20th Century.
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As birth rates and the forces behind suburbanization have weakened 
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world? Are there pronounced similarities or differences among 
youth subdivided by racial, ethnic or immigration characteristics?

The age breakdowns in Table 2 and Figure 3 reveal that Long 
Island Millennials’ lower participation rates are mainly explained 
by the behavior of those 18-to-24-years old. Since at least the 2000 
economic peak, their labor force participation rates have been 
consistently below national levels. In 2014, though the L.I. rate was 
up (to 65.7%) from the immediate post-recession months of 2010, it 

was still nearly five percentage points lower than in the average 
suburb. 

In contrast, the average Long Islander in the 25 to 29 age group has 
labor force participation at or above the national rate. And the late-
twenties L.I. rate rose from 81.6% in 2000 to 85.3% in 2014. This 
is accounted for by the rising rates among women and the relatively 
steady rates (near 90%) among men. The fraction of the female 
population employed or looking increased from 78.8% in 2005 to 
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on youth’s time and cannot fully account for the gender 
gap. Korean women have enrollment rates as high as 
men, but just 41.4% are in the labor market – 18 
percentage points below the male rate. However, such 
gaps shrink with age: in their thirties and forties, Asian 
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double-digit levels recorded elsewhere. Just 3.5% of those seeking 
work were jobless at the start of 2007, but the rate had more than 
doubled by the first quarter of 2009. It peaked at a seasonally 
adjusted 7.5% in the last quarter of that year, but its decline since 
has been slow and painful: it took until August 2013 to creep below 
the 7% marker. Unemployment was still close to 6% on the Island 

as late as the first half of 2014. 

Unemployment typically lags the onset of 
recessions, as most employers initially respond 
by cutting workhours, not workers. And the 
unemployment rate of youth ages 18 to 29 is 
commonly about 60% higher than the overall 
national rate. In 2008, the first year of the last 
recession, the youth rate nationwide was 
unchanged from the previous couple of years 
at 10.3%.6 On Long Island, unemployment 
was nearly two percentage points lower than 
the national average that year. But, as the 
severity of the recession began devastating the 
job market the following year, it drove youth 
joblessness to 17% nationwide and to a 14.3% 
peak on Long Island by 2010 (Figure 4). 

Even in the worst year of the recession, Long 
Island youth unemployment was slightly 
below the average in all suburbs (15.1%), as 
seen in Table 7. It was markedly higher among 
the youngest labor force entrants, ages 18-24, 
17.2% of whom were unemployed on the 
Island in 2010. Of those ages 25-29, the jobless 
rate peaked at 10.9%. This trend followed the 
national pattern, as did the unemployment 
gender gap opened up by the recession. With 
building trades employment still male-
dominated, the housing-centered recession 
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Out of School &  
Out of Work
The standard unemployment rate 
is a highly useful, but limited 
measure of labor market 
conditions. Only survey 
respondents who say they don’t 
presently have a job but want one, 
are now available to work, and 
have searched for a job within 
four weeks of the interview are 
counted as unemployed. Excluded 
are all those who want and are 
available to work but have become 
so discouraged that they last 
searched five or more weeks 
before the surveyer called. The 
most common alternative activity 
among the young is typically 
assumed to be schooling. For 
some, additional schooling may 
be mostly a temporary haven 
from a weak job market. But 
insofar as higher education is 
valuable to both the student’s later 
job options and to the broader 
economy and society, high 
enrollment rates like those on 
Long Island can be a very healthy 
community indicator. 

However, as higher education has 
become more costly and as 
government college aid has 
shifted from grants to loans since 
the 1970s, the debt-for-diploma 
system has put college out of 
reach for many jobless youth. 
Those among them who are 
neither counted in the official 
unemployment statistics nor in 
school enrollments are variously 
described as “disconnected,” 
“idle,” “NEET” (not in education, 
employment or training”) or 
“OSOW” (out of school, out of 
work) youth.7

In the years just before the Great 
Recession, about 13% of Long 
Island youth were neither working 
nor enrolled students, a lower 
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The recession drove up all those rates, and by 2010 Long Island’s 
rate (16.7%) was almost the same as the all-suburb level. There 
were sizeable age, sex, race/ethnic, and education gaps in the 
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wage industries. Compared to the pre-recession period, the share of 
Millennial workers in Long Island’s main low-wage industries has 
increased (from 30% in 2000 to 47.5% percent of all employees 
today). By far the most dramatic change is the jump in youth 
employment in accommodation and food services, from 8.1% of all 
Millennial jobs on the Island in 2000 to nearly 21% by 2014. Retail 
trade’s share has risen too, from 13.5% of all jobs in 2000 to 16.8% 
most recently.

Over the same years, the middle-wage job share declined two 
percentage point to 28.4 percent, led by a drop in the job shares of 
construction, manufacturing and wholesale trade. And the post-
recession shrinkage of the financial, information and media 
sectors drove down youth’s high-wage job share five percentage 
points to 10%. The only noticeable increase in a high-wage 
industry came in accounting, though this still only accounts for 
1.3% of Millennials’ jobs.

Earnings Patterns
What have the trends discussed above meant for the earnings of 
Millennials during their early years at work? In a study published 
last year on hourly wage patterns since the Great Recession, I found 
that wage stagnation and decline has become as common on Long 
Island as in far less affluent parts of the country and that young 
workers have been the hardest hit.11 Since we have just seen that 
Millennials are more likely than in the past to only find part-time 
jobs, it is important to ask what effects limited hours and weeks 
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that it is increasingly unlikely for “overqualified” youth to find 
full-time jobs that actually make use of their educations.

The earnings of young Long Islanders have fallen sharply relative 
to their youth counterparts in 2000, after adjustment for inflation. 
The average 23-year-old college graduate today earns over 20% 

less (-$5,400 in 2014 dollars) 
than a Long Islander of the same 
age and education at the end of 
the 20th Century. Recent job 
growth in mostly lower-wage 
industries has contributed to 
Millennials’ weak wage growth. 
Nearly half now work in just six 
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At the national and state levels, new commitment and new thinking 
is needed to pivot lawmakers from punishing college-going to 
encouraging it through expanded grants for student financial aid 
and debt relief for overburdened college grads. Even without 
federal action, more and more states like New York and some 
municipalities have increased their minimum wage floors. Further 
progress in that direction could be coupled with stepped up 

enforcement, not only of wage laws but of all labor 
standards. Recent federal and state cuts in summer 
youth employment programs could be reversed and 
such programs expanded on a full-year basis.

Opinion polls regularly find a plurality of Millennial 
respondents sympathetic to unions or other forms of 
employee association, though few ever get the 
opportunity to vote for collective bargaining where 
they work. Thus, while New York is the country’s most 
unionized state, young working people in their early 
twenties have long had the lowest rate of union 
coverage – just 10.5% of L.I. youth.14 This reflects, in 
part the nature of the jobs that most youth find and of 
the firms that hire them. Their jobs are more likely to 
be entry-level, low-skill and often part-time or 
temporary positions in small businesses – all 
characteristics long associated with low union density. 
Also, large numbers of youth today have little choice 
but to work for wealthy and notoriously aggressive 
anti-union employers like Wal-Mart and most fast-food 
and small retail chains. But these employers also 
benefit from American labor laws that are far more 
restrictive of worker rights to organize or negotiate 
contracts with employers than in any other 
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NOTES:
1	� U.S. Census Bureau. 2015. “Millennials Outnumber Baby Boomers 

and Are Far More Diverse,” 


