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Executive Summary

Work is the primary pathway into economic stability, skill development, and long-term mobility. When 
young people are excluded from employment, the consequences extend far beyond adolescence, 
shaping lifetime earnings, labor force attachment, and public costs related to income support, health, 
and criminal justice involvement. These outcomes are not the result of individual failings, but predictable 
consequences of limited prior access to work: fewer professional references, weaker familiarity with 
hiring norms, narrower networks, and limited opportunities to build bargaining power. Persistent youth 
joblessness therefore represents not only lost opportunity for individuals, but a systemic failure to 
cultivate the next generation of workers in a labor market that increasingly demands early experience 
and continuous attachment. 

Youth joblessness is not a temporary setback; it is a structural crisis that has been normalized.

For most of the U.S. labor market’s modern history, unemployment levels that would prompt emergency 
intervention for prime-age workers have persisted for teenagers without comparable policy response. 
Since at least the late 1940s, unemployment rates for 16- to 19-year-olds have consistently exceeded 
levels that would prompt emergency response if experienced by prime-age workers, spiking during 
recessions and recovering only partially during economic expansions. Extended unemployment 
insurance, emergency hiring subsidies, and counter-cyclical stimulus are mobilized when adult 
joblessness rises; no comparable infrastructure exists for youth.

This report documents the scope and persistence of that crisis in Chicago, Cook County, and Illinois, 
with particular attention to the compounding effects of racial inequality and some of the structural 
conditions that sustain it. The analysis draws on three measures: 

•	 The unemployment rate, which counts individuals who are not working but are actively seeking 
work 

•	 The jobless rate, which is broader and includes both the unemployed 

•	 Those not in the labor force; and the out-of-school and jobless rate—often referred to as 
youth disconnection—which captures young people who are disconnected from both education 
and employment. 

For young people, the unemployment rate alone understates the problem as many who want work are 
not actively searching due to school enrollment, discouragement, or other constraints, and thus are not 
counted as unemployed. The jobless rate and out-of-school and jobless rate provide a fuller picture of 
labor market exclusion.
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Unemployment and joblessness rates that would be 
considered an economic emergency for adults have 
persisted for youth for decades (see Figure 1).

1. Staggeringly high youth 
jobless rates in Chicago persist 
across all racial/ethnic groups

Key findings of this data brief

Race powerfully shapes who experiences joblessness, 
how long it lasts, and whether recovery occurs (see 
Figure 2).

Recent trends show uneven recovery from the 
COVID-19 pandemic and growing racial divergence, 
particularly among teenagers (see Figures 7-10).

2. The Crisis Is Compounded by 
Race

3. Since 2019, Racial Gaps Have 
Persisted and, in Some Cases, 

Widened

•	 Since the late 1940s, unemployment rates for 16- to 19-year-olds have remained consistently 
higher than those of prime-age workers, rising sharply in downturns and falling more gradually in 
recoveries.

•	 In 74 out of 78 years, teenage unemployment exceeded 10 percent—a threshold crossed only 
once for prime-age workers. 

•	 The persistence of these levels signals that youth unemployment is structural rather than cyclical, 
reflecting how labor markets systematically deprioritize young workers.

•	 In Chicago in 2024, 81.9 percent of Black teenagers were jobless, compared to 62.8 percent of 
White teenagers—a gap of 19.1 percentage points.

•	 Among young adults ages 20-24, 46.5 percent of Black Chicagoans were jobless, more than twice 
the rate of White peers (18.9 percent).

•	 Between 2019 and 2024, joblessness among White teenagers in Chicago declined by 13.6 
percentage points (from 76.4 to 62.8 percent), while joblessness among Black teenagers declined 
by just 2.9 points (from 84.8 to 81.9 percent), widening the racial gap. 

•	 The out-of-school and jobless rate for White teenagers in Chicago declined from 3.2 to 1.0 percent, 
while the rate for Black teenagers increased from 15.0 to 15.8 percent. 
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Out of the most populous counties in the U.S., Cook 
County ranks among the highest in youth jobless, and 
out-of-school and jobless rates, particularly for Black 
youth and young adults (see Figures 3 and 4).

Illinois performs poorly compared to nearly every other 
state on youth joblessness indicators (see Figures 5 
and 6).

4. Cook County Ranks Among 
the Worst Large Counties in the 

Country

5. Illinois Ranks Near the 
Bottom Among States and D.C. 

•	 In 2024, Cook County had the 3rd highest out-of-school and jobless rate for Black 20- to 24-year-
olds and 16th highest overall among 47 of the most populous counties in the U.S. 

•	 Cook County had the 6th highest jobless rate for Black 20- to 24-year-olds and 12th highest 
Hispanic or Latino jobless rate among large counties. 

•	 For Black 16- to 19-year-olds, Cook County ranked 13th worst for joblessness.

•	 In 2024, Illinois ranked 18th worst out of 50 states and the District of Columbia for joblessness 
among 16- to 19-year-olds. 

•	 For young adults ages 20-24, Illinois ranked 16th worst nationally. 

•	 For Black 20- to 24-year-olds, Illinois ranked 8th worst nationally in joblessness and 6th worst in 
out-of-school and jobless status. 

•	 For Black 16- to 19-year-olds, Illinois ranked 12th worst nationally in out-of-school and jobless 
status.

Youth joblessness reflects how hiring systems are 
designed, not a lack of motivation or ability among 
young workers (see Table 1).

6. Young People Are Structurally 
Disadvantaged as Job Seekers

•	 Younger job seekers systematically lack the forms of evidence employers rely on to reduce hiring 
risk, including documented work history, professional references, recognized credentials, and 
familiarity with workplace norms. 

•	 These deficits are not individual failings but predictable outcomes of limited prior access to work: 
fewer references, weaker interview performance, narrower professional networks, and suppressed 
wage bargaining power reinforce occupational sorting into part-time, low-wage, and informal jobs 
with limited advancement. 

•	 Transportation constraints and limited schedule flexibility driven by school attendance, caregiving 
responsibilities, and reliance on public transit further restrict job access and are frequently 
misinterpreted by employers as unreliability rather than structural constraint.
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What the Findings Mean
These patterns reflect structural failure, not individual shortcomings. Youth joblessness persists not 
because young people lack motivation or ability, but because labor market institutions systematically 
limit access to early work opportunities.

Yet these emergency measures largely bypass young people. The public systems mobilized to 
stabilize employment during economic downturns—unemployment insurance, emergency subsidies, 
and stimulus spending—are designed around adult work histories and leave most youth uncovered.

The issue is not whether young people want to work or are capable of working, but whether the labor 
market provides meaningful entry points. Early work is treated as a risk to be minimized rather than a 
developmental process that requires institutional support.

Youth employment works not because it “fixes” young people, but because it compensates for a labor 
market that withholds opportunity at the moment it is most consequential.

Without sustained investment in program infrastructure, workforce intermediaries, and employer 
partnerships, increased funding alone will continue to fall short of its potential.

The Case for Investment
These patterns reflect structural failure, not individual shortcomings. Young people enter the labor 
market at a systematic disadvantage, lacking the credentials, networks, and experience that employers 
use to screen applicants. For Black youth, these barriers are compounded by discrimination in hiring 
and exclusion from informal recruitment channels. Rigorous evaluations demonstrate that youth 
employment programs produce meaningful benefits including reductions in violent crime, gains in 
earnings, and improved academic engagement at costs that compare favorably to their social returns. 
The question facing policymakers is not whether such programs are effective, but whether they are 
willing to treat youth joblessness as the structural economic failure it is and invest accordingly.
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Since 2016, the Great Cities Institute (GCI), has produced annual reports and data briefs documenting 
youth and young adult joblessness in Chicago, Cook County, and Illinois.1  These reports, commissioned 
by the Alternative Schools Network (ASN), have consistently revealed a troubling pattern: young 
people—particularly Black and Latino youth—face rates of joblessness and disconnection from school 
and work far exceeding those of their peers elsewhere in the state and nation. Year after year, the data 
show that improvements in headline labor market indicators do not translate into comparable gains for 
Chicago’s young people, and that racial disparities in employment access remain deeply entrenched.

This 2026 report departs from the structure of previous briefs since the COVID-19 pandemic in one 
important respect. Rather than framing youth joblessness primarily in relation to pandemic recovery, this 
analysis reminds us that current conditions are rooted in a longer historical and structural context.  The 
COVID-19 recession was severe, but it was not exceptional in its impact on young workers. As Figure 
1 illustrates, youth unemployment has exceeded adult unemployment for more than seven decades, 
spiking during every recession and recovering only partially during expansions. The pandemic did not 
create youth joblessness but revealed how normalized it had already become.

This report draws on three data sources. First, we use Bureau of Labor Statistics unemployment 
data from 1948 to 2025 to situate contemporary youth joblessness within a longer historical context.2 
Second, we use American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year estimates to examine trends in jobless 
rates and out-of-school and jobless rates for 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago, Cook 
County (outside Chicago), Illinois, and the United States, disaggregated by race and ethnicity. Third, 
we use 2024 ACS data to rank Cook County against 47 of the most populous U.S. counties and Illinois 
against all 50 states and the District of Columbia on youth employment indicators. We also use 2024 
ACS microdata to map spatial concentrations of joblessness within Cook County at the Public Use 
Microdata Area (PUMA) level.

The findings are stark. Youth joblessness in Chicago remains extraordinarily high, racial disparities 
have widened in several cases since 2019, and both Cook County and Illinois rank among the worst-
performing jurisdictions in the country for Black youth and young adult employment. These patterns are 
not the result of individual failings or temporary disruptions. Together, these analyses are intended not 
only to describe current conditions, but to raise a broader question that has guided this series from the 
beginning: why levels of labor market exclusion that would be considered unacceptable for adults have 
become routine for young people.

Introduction

1 2 
1	 See https://greatcities.uic.edu/research-2/youth-employment-research/; Córdova, Teresa, and Matthew D. Wilson. Lost: The Crisis of 

Jobless and out of School Teens and Young Adults in Chicago. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago., 2016.; Córdova, 
Teresa, and Matthew D. Wilson. A Lost Generation: The Disappearance of Teens and Young Adults from the Job Market in Cook Coun-
ty. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago., 2016.; Córdova, Teresa, and Matthew D. Wilson. The High Cost for Out of 
School and Jobless Youth in Chicago and Cook County. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago., 2017.; Córdova, Teresa, 
and Matthew D. Wilson. Abandoned in Their Neighborhoods: Youth Joblesssness amidst the Flight of Industry and Opportunity. Great 
Cities Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago., 2017.; Córdova, Teresa, and Matthew D. Wilson. Industrial Restructuring and the 
Continuing Impact on Youth Employment in Illinois. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago., 2018.; Wilson, Matthew 
D, and Brandon Patterson. Data Brief: Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Youth and Young Adult Employment in Chicago, Illinois, and 
the U.S. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois Chicago., 2023.; Wilson, Matthew D, and Brandon Patterson. Uneven Recovery and 
Sustained Inequality after the COVID-19 Recession. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois Chicago., 2024.; Wilson, Matthew D, 
and Jason “Jay” Campos. Youth Joblessness and Disconnection, 2019–2023;  Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois Chicago., 2025

2	 See Córdova, Teresa, and Matthew D. Wilson. Abandoned in Their Neighborhoods: Youth Joblesssness amidst the Flight of Industry 
and Opportunity. Great Cities Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago., 2017.; Córdova, Teresa, and Matthew D. Wilson. “Chronic and 
Concentrated Youth Joblessness in Disassembled Neighborhoods in Chicago.” In Disassembled Cities: Social and Spatial Strategies to 
Reassemble Communities, edited by Betsy Sweet. Routledge, 2018.
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Figure 1 situates contemporary youth unemployment within more than seven decades of U.S. labor 
market history, revealing a pattern that is both striking and deeply unsettling. For teenagers, economic 
crisis is not an exception: it is the baseline. Since at least the late 1940s, unemployment rates for 16- 
to 19-year-olds have consistently exceeded those of young adults and prime-age workers, widening 
dramatically during periods of economic downturn and narrowing only modestly during expansions.

Over the long run, unemployment for 16- to 19-year-olds rose steadily through the postwar decades, 
peaking in that period in 1982 at 23.2 percent. While rates declined during the unusually tight labor 
markets of the late 1990s, that period now appears as a historical anomaly rather than a durable 
shift. The Great Recession marked a decisive break, with unemployment rates for 16- to 19-year-olds 
reaching a historic high of 25.9 percent in 2010, far outpacing increases among young adults and 
prime-age workers. Notably, even the sharp pandemic-induced recession of 2020, which produced 
an unemployment rate of 18.3 percent for 16- to 19-year-olds, did not produce youth unemployment 
rates as high as those experienced just a decade earlier. The figure also makes clear that youth 
unemployment is highly elastic during economic crises. When the economy contracts, young people 
are disproportionately pushed out of work, and when it recovers, they are the slowest to be pulled 
back in. At every recession shown from the postwar downturns to the early 1990s slowdown, the Great 
Recession, and the COVID-19 period, the unemployment rate for teenagers spikes well above that 
of prime-age workers. This comparison underscores how elevated youth unemployment has become 
structurally embedded in the labor market, rather than merely responsive to short-term shocks.

A Normalized Crisis: Youth Unemployment 
in Historical Perspective

For Teenagers, Economic Crisis Is the Baseline

Crisis-Level Unemployment Without a Crisis 
Response

For much of the period shown in Figure 1, unemployment rates for 16- to 19-year-olds hover at 
levels that, for adults, would be described as a national emergency. During this 78-year time series, 
unemployment rates exceeded 10 percent for prime-age workers (aged 25–54) just once, in the 
second quarter of 2020, while exceeding that threshold 24 times for 20- to 24-year-olds and in 74 
out of 78 years for 16- to 19-year-olds. Unemployment rates never exceeded 15 percent for prime-
age workers, exceeded 15 percent once (in 2010) for 20- to 24-year-olds, and exceeded 15 percent 
in 47 out of 78 years for 16- to 19-year-olds. This raises a fundamental and rarely asked question: if 
sustained unemployment rates near 10 percent would trigger emergency federal intervention for prime-
age workers, why are similar or higher rates treated as normal for teenagers and young adults?

Why Adult Job Loss Triggers Intervention and 
Youth Joblessness Does Not

When unemployment among prime-age workers rises sharply, policymakers treat it as a macroeconomic 
crisis requiring immediate federal intervention. This is not only because of its effects on workers 
themselves, but because of its broader consequences for consumer spending, tax revenue, household 
stability, and long-term economic growth. When youth unemployment persists at levels two or three 
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times higher, it is treated as a demographic fact rather than an emergency, often being framed as 
transitional, developmental, or even benign. Yet the consequences of youth joblessness are severe. 
A substantial literature documents persistent “scarring” effects: wage penalties of 13 to 21 percent 
that endure well into midlife, elevated risk of future unemployment, reduced lifetime earnings, and 
weakened attachment to the labor force (Arulampalam et al., 2001; Gregg & Tominey, 2005; Mroz & 
Savage, 2006). These costs are borne not only by the individuals affected but by the broader economy 
in the form of foregone productivity, reduced tax revenue, and increased demand for public assistance. 
The asymmetry, then, is not in the severity of the problem but in how it is perceived and whether it 
triggers a policy response.

The scale of federal intervention during economic crises when directed at prime-age workers is 
substantial. During the Great Recession, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) 
provided nearly $12 billion to the public workforce system and extended unemployment insurance 
benefits to as long as 99 weeks in the hardest-hit states, at a cost of more than $145 billion in federal 
emergency and extended benefits between 2009 and 2012 (Nicholson & Needels, 2011; Vroman & 
Woodbury, 2014). The response to the COVID-19 recession was even larger: the CARES Act and 
subsequent legislation provided approximately $900 billion in unemployment benefits, including a 
$600 weekly supplement to all recipients and a new Pandemic Unemployment Assistance program 
that extended coverage to gig workers and the self-employed (Spadafora, 2023). These programs 
were explicitly designed to stabilize household income, prevent foreclosures, and sustain consumer 
spending during periods of economic contraction.

Figure 1: Youth, Young Adult, and Prime Age Working Population Unemployment 
Rate in the U.S., 1948 to 2025

Data source: 1948-2025 Bureau of Labor Statistics, public use data. Tabulations by Great Cities Institute. 

A Labor Market Built to Stabilize Adults

Page 10



Yet these emergency measures largely bypassed young people. This is not to say that youth are 
categorically excluded from such programs as some do qualify, but these systems are designed 
around the employment patterns of prime-age workers with established work histories. Unemployment 
insurance eligibility depends on sufficient earnings during a “base period,” a requirement that excludes 
most teenagers and many young adults who have not yet accumulated enough hours or wages to qualify 
(Mishory et al., 2020). Research from the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis estimates that workers 
excluded from UI due to insufficient work history comprise 26 percent of the labor force and skews 
heavily toward young, part-time, and low-wage workers (Michaud, 2023). During the Great Recession, 
fewer than one in three unemployed workers received any UI benefits; among young workers with 
limited earnings histories, the share was far lower (Hirsch, 2020). The temporary expansion of eligibility 
under the CARES Act’s Pandemic Unemployment Assistance program demonstrated that broader 
coverage was administratively feasible, but the program expired, leaving the structural exclusion of 
youth intact.

This institutional asymmetry extends beyond emergency response to baseline federal investment in 
youth employment. Federal spending on youth employment programs has declined substantially in real 
terms since the early 1980s. The Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), at its peak in 
1978, supported more than 700,000 public service employment positions annually, many filled by young 
and disadvantaged workers (DOL, 1981). When CETA was replaced by the Job Training Partnership 
Act in 1982, the public employment component was eliminated entirely, shifting federal policy from 
direct job creation to training alone. Subsequent legislation including the Workforce Investment Act of 
1998 and the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 continued this narrower focus. Today, 
the WIOA Youth program receives approximately $948 million annually to serve roughly 130,000 
participants nationwide (DOL, 2024).The result is a youth employment infrastructure that is modest 
in scale, fragmented across programs, and inadequate to the scope of exclusion documented in this 
report (Edelman et al., 2006). 

There are encouraging signs in the post-2009 period. Youth unemployment declined steadily during the 
long recovery following the Great Recession, and overall rates remain well below their historic peaks. 
However, the figure also shows that since 2022, unemployment has begun rising again for teenagers 
and at a faster pace than for young adults or prime-age workers, increasing from 10.8 percent in 2022 
to 14.0 percent in 2025 for 16- to 19-year-olds. This divergence signals that even in periods of relative 
macroeconomic stability, young people remain disproportionately exposed to labor market tightening. 
The question, then, is not whether youth unemployment is cyclical, but why the U.S. labor market 
continues to tolerate levels of exclusion for young people that would be deemed unacceptable for 
anyone else.

Racial Disparities are a Compounding Crisis

If high youth unemployment represents a normalized crisis in the U.S. labor market, racial inequality 
determines who bears the weight of that crisis. Figure 2 shows the unemployment rate for youth, 
young adults, and prime age workers from 2005 to 2024. It is clear that Black youth and young adults 
experience labor market exclusion not simply as a higher-risk version of a shared problem, but as a 
qualitatively different condition better described as a permanent recession than cyclical downturn. 
Over the past two decades, unemployment rates for Black 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds remain 
consistently elevated relative to their peers and relative to prime-age workers of any race. Even during 
periods of national economic expansion, Black youth unemployment rarely falls to levels that would be 

Recovery for Some, Renewed Risk for Youth
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Figure 2: Youth, Young Adult, Unemployment Rate by Race and Prime Age Working 
Population Unemployment Rate in the U.S., 2005 to 2024

Data source: 2005-2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations 
by Great Cities Institute.

considered acceptable for other groups. While unemployment rates have increased for every age and 
racial/ethnic group between 2022 and 2024, they increased the most for 16- to 19-year-olds. 

The compounding nature of this crisis is especially stark where age and race intersect. In 2024 the 
unemployment rate for Black 16- to 19-year-olds was 22.8 percent, for Latino peers was 17.3 percent, 
and for White peers was 11.7 percent. In every year since 2005, unemployment rates for Black 20- to 
24-year-olds have exceeded those of White 16- to 19-year-olds, overturning the assumption that labor 
market disadvantage is primarily a function of youth or inexperience. This inversion underscores how 
racialized barriers persist well into young adulthood, eroding the presumed returns to age, education, 
and early work experience for Black workers. 

This raises a sharper version of the question posed earlier: if sustained unemployment rates near 10 
percent would trigger emergency intervention for prime-age workers, what does it mean that rates two 
to four times higher are routinely tolerated for Black youth? The answer is not economic inevitability, 
but political and institutional choice. Persistent joblessness among young people of color has been 
normalized through policy choices: chronic underfunding of youth employment programs relative to 
need, weak enforcement of anti-discrimination law in hiring (Quillian et al., 2017), exclusion from the 
informal referral networks through which most jobs are filled (Pedulla & Pager, 2019); and labor market 
policies designed around the employment patterns of prime-age White workers (Edelman et al., 2006). 
These are not inevitable outcomes but institutional arrangements that could be otherwise.

Page 12



Young People are Structurally 
Disadvantaged as Job Seekers

High rates of youth joblessness are often explained away as a natural consequence of inexperience 
or lower levels of training and schooling. This framing obscures a more fundamental reality: young 
people enter the labor market from a position of systematic disadvantage, shaped not by individual 
shortcomings but by how hiring systems evaluate risk, productivity, and credibility. When young people 
compete with older workers for jobs, especially in tight labor markets, they are not competing on equal 
footing.

As summarized in Table 1, younger job seekers typically lack the forms of evidence employers rely 
on to reduce hiring risk including documented work history, professional references, recognized 
credentials, and familiarity with workplace norms. Limited experience constrains access to references, 
weakens interview performance, narrows professional networks, and suppresses wage bargaining 
power. Together, these factors reinforce occupational sorting, channeling young workers into a narrow 
band of part-time, low-wage, and informal jobs with limited advancement potential. Older workers, by 
contrast, benefit from accumulated credentials, enhanced networks, and institutional familiarity that 
signal reliability and reduce perceived risk to employers.

Transportation access and scheduling flexibility further compound these disparities. Younger workers 
are more likely to rely on public transit, face school attendance constraints, or juggle caregiving 
responsibilities, all of which limit job availability in a labor market increasingly structured around irregular 
hours and just-in-time staffing. These constraints are frequently interpreted by employers as signs of 
unreliability, even though they reflect structural conditions rather than worker effort or commitment 
(Blumenberg & Manville, 2004; Edelman et al., 2006)

A sizeable literature tests whether employment gains among older workers displace younger workers 
from jobs and consistently finds no evidence of such crowd-out (Gruber & Milligan, 2010; Munnell & 
Wu, 2012) Rather than competing for a fixed number of positions, older and younger workers largely 
occupy different segments of the labor market, and increased employment among one group often 
coincides with job growth for the other. This finding, however, does not imply equal footing in hiring, 
only that aggregate employment is not zero-sum.

These dynamics are further intensified by race. For Black and Latino youth, structural disadvantage 
is layered atop racial discrimination in hiring, unequal access to networks, and heightened employer 
risk perception. Research shows that young workers of color are more likely to be screened out early 
in the hiring process, penalized more heavily for minor credentials gaps, and excluded from informal 
recruitment channels that advantage older and White workers (Pager, 2003; Pager et al., 2009; Pedulla 
& Pager, 2019; Royster, 2003).

The consequence is a labor market in which youth joblessness is not an aberration, but a predictable 
outcome of how work is organized and access is rationed. Young people are expected to arrive job-
ready without having been given opportunities to become so. When economic conditions tighten, these 
structural disadvantages are amplified, pushing young workers, and especially young workers of color, 
out of employment altogether. Understanding youth joblessness, then, requires shifting the focus from 
individual employability to institutional design. 

The issue is not whether young people want to work or are capable of working, but whether the labor 
market provides meaningful entry points that recognize early work as a process of development rather 
than a risk to be avoided.
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Table 1: Circumstances/Situations/Qualifications/Experience of Young vs Older 
Job Seeker.

Factor Younger job seeker  
(e.g., age 16-19)

Older job seeker  
(e.g., age 25+)

Work experience Limited or no formal work history Multiple years of documented 
work experience

Professional references Few or none; often informal 
(teachers, coaches)

Multiple professional references 
from prior employers

Skills credentials Limited certifications or credentials Accumulated credentials, 
licenses, or degrees

Interview experience Unfamiliar with workplace norms 
and expectations

Practiced navigating interviews 
and hiring processes

Professional networks Undeveloped or peer-based 
networks

Established professional and 
industry connections

Transportation access Often limited; reliance on public 
transit or others

More reliable access (vehicle 
ownership, stable transit routines)

Schedule flexibility Constrained by school attendance 
and caregiving roles

Greater availability and scheduling 
autonomy

Job search knowledge Limited familiarity with job search 
strategies and norms

Greater understanding of 
application, screening, and 
negotiation processes

Perceived reliability by 
employers

Often viewed as less reliable due to 
age or limited history

Viewed as more dependable 
based on prior employment

Wage bargaining power Low leverage, limited information 
about pay norms

Greater leverage and awareness 
of market wages

Occupational sorting Concentrated in entry-level, part-
time, or informal jobs

Access to a wider range of 
occupations and job ladders

Access to training 
programs

Eligible for youth-specific programs 
but limited employer-sponsored 
training

Greater access to employer-
sponsored training and 
advancement

Employer risk perception Seen as higher training and 
turnover risk

Seen as lower risk due to 
experience and stability
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The jobless rate differs from the conventional unemployment rate by capturing both the unemployed 
population and those not in the labor force. The unemployment rate classifies individuals as unemployed 
only if they actively searched for work in the past month, excluding those who have stopped looking. 
The jobless rate, by contrast, captures the full population without work—a more comprehensive 
measure of labor market exclusion. This distinction is particularly important for young people, whose 
weak labor market attachment often leads them to exit the labor force entirely rather than continue 
searching, and who may move in and out-of-school enrollment in ways that obscure their labor market 
status in conventional measures.

Comparing 2024 jobless, and out-of-school and jobless rates across counties shows that Cook County, 
IL performs especially poorly for Black and Hispanic or Latino young adults, even when compared only 
to `other large, diverse counties. For these figures, the bars in yellow represent ranks with higher ranks 
indicating worse outcomes. Among 47 of the most population counties in the U.S. with available data3, 
Cook County ranks 6th highest in joblessness for Black 20- to 24-year-olds (47.5 percent jobless), and 
12th for Hispanic or Latino 20- to 24-year-olds (31.6 percent), placing it firmly in the worst-performing 
tier nationally. By contrast, Cook County ranks 39th for White 20- to 24-year-olds (24.0 percent).

The pattern becomes even more stark when shifting from joblessness alone to out-of-school and 
jobless status. Cook County ranks 3rd highest for Black 20- to 24-year-olds on this measure (30.3 
percent), indicating one of the highest levels of complete detachment from both work and education 
among peer counties. In contrast, Cook County ranks 24th for both White (9.4 percent) and Hispanic 
or Latino (15.1 percent) young adults, placing them squarely in the middle of the national distribution 
for respective racial/ethnic groups.

Among 16- to 19-year-olds, Cook County’s rankings improve modestly overall, but racial stratification 
remains pronounced. Black teenagers rank 13th highest in joblessness among large counties, 
compared to 24th for Hispanic or Latino youth and 46th for White youth. These differences suggest 
that even at earlier ages when labor market attachment is often assumed to be more uniformly limited, 
racial inequality is already deeply entrenched (See Appendix 1 Tables 1-4 for a Table of Rankings). 

Jobless Rates in Chicago, Cook County,  
Illinois, and the U.S. 

Cook County in Context of Other Large 
Counties in 2024

1 
3	 We identified the top 50 most populous counties in the U.S. but Miami-Dade, Fairfax, and Pima Counties did not have data available.

Illinois in Context of Other States in 2024

For both teenagers and young adults, Illinois’s labor market produces markedly different outcomes by 
race, with Black youth consistently ranking among the worst-performing groups nationally even when 
statewide averages appear less extreme. Among 16- to 19-year-olds, Illinois ranks 18th out of 51 
overall for joblessness (64.7 percent), placing it in the upper third of states. White teenagers in Illinois 
rank 25th, while Hispanic or Latino youth rank 20th, both near the national middle. In contrast, Black 
teenagers rank 16th, with a jobless rate of 74.5 percent.
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Figure 3: Jobless Rate in Cook County for 16-19 and 20-24-year-olds and Rank 
Among 47 Counties with Available Data, 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by 
Great Cities Institute.

Racial stratification becomes more pronounced when focusing on out-of-school and jobless status for 
teenagers. While Illinois ranks 35th overall on this measure, White and Hispanic or Latino teenagers 
also rank near the lower end of the distribution (34th and 35th, respectively), indicating relatively lower 
levels of complete disconnection. By contrast, Black 16- to 19-year-olds rank 12th (11.4 percent), 
reflecting a substantially higher likelihood of being detached from both school and work.

For 20- to 24-year-olds, Illinois’s relative position worsens, particularly for Black young adults. Overall, 
Illinois ranks 16th in joblessness for this age group (29.7 percent), again placing it in the upper third of 
states. White and Hispanic or Latino young adults rank 28th and 26th, respectively, near the national 
middle. In stark contrast, Black young adults rank 8th, with a jobless rate of 43.8 percent, placing Illinois 
among the worst-performing states nationally for Black young adult employment. The pattern is even 
more severe when examining out-of-school and jobless rates for young adults. Illinois ranks 22nd 
overall, but this aggregate figure conceals extreme racial divergence. White young adults rank 22nd, 
while Hispanic or Latino young adults rank 39th and Black 20- to 24-year-olds rank 6th out of 51 (27.7 
percent) with more than one in four disconnected from both school and work (See Appendix 1 Tables 
5-8 for a Table of Rankings).
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Figure 4: Out-of-school and Jobless Rate for 16-19 and 20-24-year-olds and Rank 
Among 47 Counties with Available Data, 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by 
Great Cities Institute.

Figure 5: Jobless Rate in Illinois for 16-19 and 20-24-year-olds and Rank Among 50 
States and Washington DC, 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by 
Great Cities Institute.
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Jobless rates for 16- to 19-year-olds remain highest in Chicago, with racial divergence widening 
since 2019 (Figure 7).

•	 In 2024, jobless rates for 16- to 19-year-olds in Chicago were 81.9 percent for Black (non-Hispanic 
or Latino) youth, 76.0 percent for Hispanic or Latino youth, and 62.8 percent for White (non-
Hispanic or Latino) youth, compared to 74.5 percent, 64.2 percent, and 60.7 percent respectively 
in Illinois and 71.8, 68.7, and 61.1 percent nationally.

•	 Since 2019, joblessness among White teenagers in Chicago declined by 13.6 percentage points 
(from 76.4 to 62.8 percent), while joblessness among Black teenagers declined by just 2.9 points 
(from 84.8 to 81.9 percent), widening racial gaps despite overall improvement.

Black 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago continue to face the highest jobless rates across 
geographies, despite post-pandemic declines (Figure 8).

•	 In 2024, the jobless rate for Black 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago was 46.5 percent, compared 
to 49.7 percent in suburban Cook County, 43.8 percent in Illinois, and 37.3 percent nationally, 
remaining substantially higher than rates for White young adults in the same areas.

•	 Although joblessness for Black young adults in Chicago fell from a pandemic peak of 57.4 percent 
in 2021 to 46.5 percent in 2024, this rate remains 27.6 percentage points higher than White peers 
in the city (18.9 percent), indicating persistent structural disadvantage.

Figure 6: Out-of-school and Jobless Rate in Illinois for 16-19 and 20-24-year-olds 
and Rank Among 50 States and Washington DC, 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by 
Great Cities Institute.

Jobless Rates in Chicago, Cook  
County, Illinois, and the U.S., 2019-2024
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Figure 7: Percent of racial/ethnic group that was jobless for 16- to 19-year-olds in Chicago, 
Cook County (outside of Chicago), Illinois, and the U.S. 2019-2024

Data source: 2019-2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations 
by Great Cities Institute.

White (non-Hispanic or Latino) Black (non-Hispanic or Latino) Hispanic or Latino Total

Figure 8: Percent of racial/ethnic group that was jobless for 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago, 
Cook County (outside of Chicago), Illinois, and the U.S. 2019-2024

Data source: 2019-2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations 
by Great Cities Institute..

White (non-Hispanic or Latino) Black (non-Hispanic or Latino) Hispanic or Latino Total
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Out-of-school and Jobless Rates in Chicago, 
Cook County, Illinois, and the U.S., 2019-2024 

Disconnection (out-of-school and jobless) among Black 16- to 19-year-olds in Chicago remains 
far higher than among peers, with little convergence over time (Figure 9).

•	 In 2024, 15.8 percent of Black 16- to 19-year-olds in Chicago were out-of-school and jobless, 
compared to 6.9 percent of Hispanic or Latino youth and just 1.0 percent of White youth, a disparity 
larger than in Illinois (11.4, 6.0, and 4.7 percent, respectively) and the U.S. (9.4, 8.3, and 5.5 
percent).

•	 Since 2019, disconnection among White teenagers in Chicago declined by 2.2 percentage points 
(from 3.2 to 1.0 percent), while the rate for Black teenagers increased slightly (from 15.0 to 15.8 
percent), reinforcing persistent racial inequality in labor market attachment.

Figure 9: Percent of racial/ethnic group that was out-of-school and jobless for 16- to 
19-year-olds in Chicago, Cook County (outside of Chicago), Illinois, and the U.S. 2019-2024

Data source: 2019-2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations 
by Great Cities Institute.

White (non-Hispanic or Latino) Black (non-Hispanic or Latino) Hispanic or Latino Total

Black 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago remain the most disconnected from school and work, even 
after substantial post-pandemic declines (Figure 10).

•	 In 2024, 27.1 percent of Black 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago were out-of-school and jobless, 
compared to 15.5 percent of Hispanic or Latino young adults and 6.4 percent of White young 
adults; nationally, the comparable rates were 21.7, 16.1, and 11.4 percent, respectively.
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Teen Joblessness Remains Concentrated on the South, West, and Parts of the Northwest Side 
of Chicago

•	 Jobless rates for 16- to 19-year-olds exceed 77 percent across much of the South and West Sides 
of Chicago, with several contiguous areas reaching 80-85 percent.

•	 In contrast, northwestern suburban PUMAs show substantially lower teenage joblessness, with 
rates commonly below 60 percent and reaching as low as 38.2 percent in northwest suburbs, and 
45.2 percent along the downtown lakefront, less than half the rates found on the South and West 
Sides.

Figure 10: Percent of racial/ethnic group that was out-of-school and jobless for 20- to 
24-year-olds in Chicago, Cook County (outside of Chicago), Illinois, and the U.S. 2019-2024

Data source: 2019-2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations 
by Great Cities Institute.

White (non-Hispanic or Latino) Black (non-Hispanic or Latino) Hispanic or Latino Total

Spatial Concentrations of Joblessness  
in Cook County

•	 Although disconnection (out-of-school and jobless) among Black young adults in Chicago declined 
from 40.5 percent in 2020 to 27.1 percent in 2024, it remains over four times the rate of White 
peers and well above Illinois’s Black young adult rate of 27.7 percent, indicating incomplete and 
uneven recovery.

Page 21



Map 1: Jobless Rate for 16- to 19-year-olds by Public Use Microdata Areas 
(PUMAs), 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimate, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. 
Map created by Great Cities Institute.
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Young Adult Joblessness Heavily Concentrated on the South and West Sides of Chicago

•	 For 20- to 24-year-olds, the highest jobless rates, above 47 percent and reaching over 55 percent 
in some areas, are concentrated across wide stretches of the South and West Sides of Chicago 
and into western suburbs.

•	 By comparison, much of suburban Cook County, particularly in northern and northwestern areas, 
shows markedly lower jobless rates for young adults.

Map 2: Jobless Rate for 20- to 24-year-olds by Public Use Microdata Areas 
(PUMAs), 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimate, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. 
Map created by Great Cities Institute.
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Importantly, the persistence of youth joblessness is not due to a lack of evidence about what works. 
A substantial body of research demonstrates that youth employment programs produce meaningful 
benefits in both the short and long term. Rigorous evaluations of summer and year-round youth 
employment initiatives show consistent reductions in violent crime (Gelber et al., 2016; Heller, 2014), 
improvements in job readiness and social-emotional skills, increased academic engagement (Leos-
Urbel, 2014; Schwartz et al., 2021), and long-term gains in earnings (Katz et al., 2022). Chicago’s One 
Summer Chicago Plus program reduced violent crime arrests by 43 percent during the program year, 
with effects persisting into the following year (Heller, 2014). These programs have repeatedly been 
shown to be cost-effective, with benefit-cost analyses estimating returns of $2 to $4 for every dollar 
invested when accounting for reduced criminal justice costs, increased tax revenue, and avoided social 
services (Heller, 2014).

Youth employment works not because it “fixes” young people, but because it compensates 
for a labor market that withholds opportunity at the moment it is most consequential. Early 
work experience provides structure, income, mentorship, and exposure to workplace norms. In this 
sense, youth employment programs function as institutional substitutes for labor market access that 
the private sector fails to provide equitably.

Yet despite this evidence, youth employment remains treated as discretionary, seasonal, limited in 
scale, and often vulnerable to budget cuts. This mismatch between the severity of the problem and 
the modesty of the response reflects a broader pattern identified throughout this report: conditions 
that would be considered an economic emergency for adults are tolerated for young people. The 
persistence of high joblessness and disconnection (out-of-school and jobless) among Black 
youth, in particular, signals not a lack of solutions, but a lack of sustained commitment.

Recent Illinois state budgets make clear that the challenge is not only the level of investment in youth 
employment, but the state’s capacity to deploy those funds effectively. In FY 2025, Illinois appropriated 
$75 million for Youth Employment Opportunities through the Department of Commerce and 
Economic Opportunity (DCEO), yet the funds went unspent due to coordination delays between DCEO 
and the Department of Human Services (IDHS). DCEO’s ability to release the funding depended on 
an implementation plan from IDHS, which was not finalized in time for expenditures to occur within the 
fiscal year. The FY 2026 budget includes no appropriation for this line item. A similar pattern is evident 
within IDHS. In FY 2025, the state appropriated $120 million for Youth Employment Programs, but 
less than $47 million was ultimately expended. For FY 2026, the enacted appropriation for this program 
has been reduced to $45 million (Illinois State Budget, Fiscal Year 2026). For FY 2027, advocates are 
calling for an $80 million investment not simply to increase funding, but to build the administrative and 
provider capacity needed to translate appropriations into real employment opportunities for young 
people. Without sustained investment in program infrastructure, workforce intermediaries, and 
employer partnerships, increased funding alone will continue to fall short of its potential. 

The question facing policymakers is therefore not whether youth employment programs are effective, 
but whether they are willing to treat youth joblessness as the structural economic failure that it is. At 
minimum, this means year-round programming, not just summer slots; funding tied to demonstrated 
need rather than arbitrary caps; and deliberate targeting of the South and West Side neighborhoods 
where exclusion is most concentrated. Anything less risks reproducing the very conditions this report 
describes where crisis is acknowledged but ultimately allowed to persist.

Conclusion: The Case for Investment
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Additional Jobless, and Out-of-school and Jobless 
Data by Race/Ethnicity and Sex for Most Populous 
Counties, and States and Washington D.C., 2024

Appendix 1

Appendix 1 Table 1: Jobless Rate and Rankfor16-to 19-year-olds by Race/Ethnicity in Most Populous 
Counties in the U.S., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 1 Table 2: Out of School and Jobless Rate and Rank for 16- 19-year-oldd by Race/Ethnicity in 
Most Populous Counties in the U.S., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
Note: Estimates equal to 0 percent or 100 percent are often based on small underlying sample sizes in the American Community 
Survey and may reflect sampling variability. These values are retained for transparency but should be interpreted with caution.
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Appendix 1 Table 3: Jobless Rate and Rank for 20- to 24-year-old by Race/Ethnicity in Most Populous 
Counties in the U.S., 2024

Data source:2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 1 Table 4: Out of Scool and Jobless Rate and Rank from 20- to 24-year-olds by Race/Ethnicity 
in Most Populous Counties in the U.S., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
Note: Estimates equal to 0 percent or 100 percent are often based on small underlying sample sizes in the American Community 
Survey and may reflect sampling variability. These values are retained for transparency but should be interpreted with caution.
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Appendix 1 Table 5: Jobless Rate and Rank for 16- to 19-year-olds by Race/Ethnicity in 50 States and 
Washington D.C., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great Cities 
Institute.
Note: Estimates equal to 0 percent or 100 percent are often based on small underlying sample sizes in the American Community 
Survey and may reflect sampling variability. These values are retained for transparency but should be interpreted with caution.
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Appendix 1 Table 6: Out of School and Jobless Rate and Rank for 16- to 19-year-olds by Race/Ethnicity 
in 50 States and Washington D.C., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
Note: Estimates equal to 0 percent or 100 percent are often based on small underlying sample sizes in the American Community 
Survey and may reflect sampling variability. These values are retained for transparency but should be interpreted with caution.
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Appendix 1 Table 7: Jobless Rate and Rank for 20- to 24-year-olds by Race/Ethnicity in 50 States and 
Washington D.C., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
Note: Estimates equal to 0 percent or 100 percent are often based on small underlying sample sizes in the American Community 
Survey and may reflect sampling variability. These values are retained for transparency but should be interpreted with caution.
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Appendix 1 Table 8: Out of School and Jobless Rate and Rank for 20- to 24-year-olds by Race/Ethnicity 
in 50 States and Washington D.C., 2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
Note: Estimates equal to 0 percent or 100 percent are often based on small underlying sample sizes in the American Community 
Survey and may reflect sampling variability. These values are retained for transparency but should be interpreted with caution.

Page 34



Additional Jobless, and Out-of-school and Jobless 
Data by Race/Ethnicity and Sex for Chicago, Cook 
County, Illinois, and the U.S., 2019-2024

Appendix 2

Appendix 2 Figure 1: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago, 2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 2: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Cook County , IL  
(Outside of Chicago) 2019-2023

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Appendix 2 Figure 3: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Illinois, 2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 4: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in the U.S., 2019-2024

Page 36



Appendix 2 Figure 5: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago, 
2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 6: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Cook County, IL 
(Outside of Chicago), 2019-2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 2 Figure 7: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Illinois, 
2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 8: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in the U.S., 
2019-2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 2 Figure 9: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Chicago, 2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 10: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Cook County, IL (Outside 
of Chicago), 2019-2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 2 Figure 11: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Illinois, 2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 12: Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in the U.S., 2019-2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 2 Figure 13: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in 
Chicago, 2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 14: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in 
Cook County, IL (Outside of Chicago), 2019-2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Appendix 2 Figure 15: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in Illinois, 
2019-2024

Appendix 2 Figure 16: Out-of-school and Jobless 16- to 19- and 20- to 24-year-olds in the U.S., 
2019-2024

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.

Data source: 2024 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, public use data, U.S. Census Bureau. Tabulations by Great 
Cities Institute.
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Map 3: Chicago Community Areas and Cook County Census Places 
Locator

Chicago Community Areas and Cook 
County Census Places Locator Map

Appendix 3

Page 43



Page 44





2026


