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The future of work—resulting from fast-

paced changes in technology, artificial 

intelligence, robotics, and fluctuations 

in the way we perform work—will create 

economic growth and new jobs across 

the country, but only for communities 

that are prepared and for workers with 

the necessary skills. Automation alone 

is expected to result in the elimination 

of many entry-level jobs that serve as 

on-ramps to careers for under-prepared 

individuals, including young workers. 

While youth unemployment has fallen in 

recent years, the unemployment rate 

for young people aged 16 to 24 in the 

United States is still over double that 

of the general population—8 percent in 

September 2019.1  For “opportunity youth,” 

the 4.5 million young people between the 

ages of 16 and 24 who for various reasons 

are disconnected from school, work, or 

both,2 the changes expected in the future  

of work will be especially challenging 

unless we provide them with the right 

supports and skills to navigate this new 

world of work. 

What Percentage of Young People 
in the US are Disconnected From 
School & Work?
Source: http://www.measureofamerica.org/DYinteractive/

•	 Disconnected females are nearly 4x more likely to be 
young mothers than connected females.

•	 Disconnected youth are more likely to live in poverty 
than their peers (35.3% compared to 18.9%).

•	 Disconnected youth are twice as likely to have no 
education beyond a high school diploma than 
connected youth (50% vs 26.8%).
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Our nation’s education and workforce systems must change and adapt to stay ahead of these economic 

shifts. Structural reforms must address the needs of our most vulnerable and underserved populations, 

especially opportunity youth who will face serious challenges as the nature of work evolves.

At least 30 percent of 

workplace activities can be 

automated using current 

technology in up to 60 

percent of today’s jobs3

Young people hold almost 

40 percent of the jobs that 

have the potential of being 

eliminated4 

25 percent of opportunity 

youth lack a high school 

diploma or equivalent 

credential5
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The Need to Change and Adapt

JFF Recommendations

Improve Career Navigation 
and Access to Data   

Opportunity youth need accurate and timely 

information about possible career paths and 

where to get the education and skills they need. 

Public policy should encourage the expansion 

of career navigation services that support 

opportunity youth. Policy should also create 

data systems that provide easy-to-understand 

information on the quality of education and 

training programs, including student outcomes.

Build on  
Evidence-Based Models

Policy should emphasize evidence-based 

strategies for helping opportunity youth keep 

up with skill demands expected in the future of 

work. Proven strategies include coaching and 

support services, on-ramps to smooth transitions, 

accelerated structures, and programs that focus 

on in-demand careers.  



Expand Access to  
Work-Based Learning 

Policy should expand work-based learning 
opportunities so they reach all opportunity 
youth, who often lack connections to employers 
or workplaces. High-quality, relevant work-
based learning experiences, including pre-
apprenticeships, apprenticeships, and work-
study opportunities, can enable opportunity 
youth to earn a salary while gaining valuable 
on-the-job experience, participate in vital 
education and training, and build their network 

and social capital.

Promote  
Employability Skills

Research on the future of work shows that 
employability or foundational skills—such as the 
ability to think critically, problem solve, work 
collaboratively, and communicate effectively—
are essential in helping prepare all workers for 
the coming workforce changes. Employability 
skills are valuable because they can transfer 
across multiple industries and occupations.6 
Policy should ensure that all federal laws 
impacting youth stress the importance of 

instilling these critical skills.

Increase  
Public Investment

Current investments in opportunity youth 
are inadequate, with millions of young people 
unable to access supports because only a limited 
number of out-of-school education and training 
program slots are available. Some estimates 
suggest that serving just one-fourth of the 

opportunity youth population—or 1 million 
young people—would require an increased 
investment of $4.3 billion over current funding 
levels for federal youth programs.7  Policy 
should increase public investment in our 
nation's workforce and education systems, 
which is necessary to give opportunity youth 
the resources they need to prepare for the 
future of work. 

Provide Flexible  
Financial Aid

Opportunity youth need access to flexible 
financial aid policies that simplify the process 
of applying and qualifying for aid. Policy should 
ensure that opportunity youth are able to 
attend school all year; access “ability to benefit” 
programs; attain high-quality, short-term 
stackable credentials; and receive support that 
covers expenses beyond the cost of just tuition, 
fees, and books.8

Offer Incentives for 
Developing New Talent

Employers play a critical role in preparing 
opportunity youth to succeed in the future of 
work. Policy should encourage employers to 
provide work-based learning and employment 
opportunities for opportunity youth through 
targeted tax incentives and investments in 
economically distressed communities with 
objectives for training and hiring opportunity 
youth. Policy should also support the 
establishment of industry sector partnerships 
and career pathways focused on populations 
including opportunity youth.
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