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INTRODUCTION

In this paper we provide a descriptive portrait of the status and well-being of young
adults in the U.S. who are approximately age 25. The portrait is broad and includes such
policy-relevant areas as education and self-sufficiency, family formation, health, and
civic involvement. Particular attention is given to differences across key social
communities (as defined by race and ethnicity, immigration status, and geographic
location), and to young adults who seem to be facing major problems. We examine
differences among these groups across individual measures of well-being and also
explore the distinct patterns of strength and need that emerge for each group as one looks
across these broad sets of outcomes.

In addition, we provide projections for selected young adult outcomes for the year 2025
to estimate the levels of need that may face policymakers and the public if gains are not
made in the interim. The paper concludes by discussing the implications of these findings
for child and youth programs and public policy in the coming decade, and the research
that will be needed to support them.

These analyses have been designed to maximize their value to policy makers and
planners focused on meeting the evolving challenges society will face in helping youth to
make a successful transition to adulthood. Immigration will continue to have a substantial
impact on the characteristics of young adults in the U.S., particularly those in the Asian
and Hispanic communities. The racial and ethnic profile of young adults in the U.S. is
expected to change substantially over the next several decades. Moreover, the geographic
distribution of young adults is not random, giving each geographic region its own set of
challenges. Understanding the unique strengths and needs of each of these distinct
population subgroups will support the development of effective policy.

We focus on outcomes during early adulthood even though our primary concern is to
inform policies affecting children and youth. This is because a primary goal of most
social policy directed at children and youth is to facilitate their development into well-
rounded, self-sufficient adults. A clear portrait of this endpoint of child and youth
development should provide policymakers and foundations with valuable insights as they
plan future investments in child and youth-focused programs and research.



AN INTRODUCTORY NOTE ON METHODOLOGY AND DATA

One of the challenges of producing a report of this sort is the near absence of published
data specifically on 25-year-olds. Most published data sources use age ranges of 10 years
or more for young adults (15-24 or 20-29, for example) when they provide age-specific
estimates at all. For this reason, and in order to provide a well-rounded and consistent
portrait of young adults, most of the estimates provided here are based on our own
original analyses of survey data. In addition, in order to obtain the sample sizes needed to
produce relatively stable estimates, it was often necessary to combine several years worth
of data, and/or increase the age range (e.g., ages 24-26 rather than just age 25.) This was
particularly necessary in order to support separate estimates by race and Hispanic origin,
immigrant status (where possible), and geographic region. These actions are noted in the
tables and are discussed for each data source in the Appendix.

The data sources for this paper include the Current Population Surveys (March, October,
and November), National Health Interview Survey, National Household Survey of Drug
Abuse, the Census Population Projections, Youth Risk Behavior Survey, and the National
Prison Statistics Annual Survey of Jails.

There has been substantial discussion within youth policy and research as to when youth
ends and young adulthood begins, with cutoffs ranging from age 18 to age 30 or more
depending on the purpose. We have chosen age 25 as our target age for young adulthood.
Though somewhat arbitrary, it is an age when most young people have completed their
full-time education, joined the labor force, established households independent of their
parents, attained all legal rights and responsibilities accorded adults, and taken on other
roles of adults in this society.

CHARACTERISTICS OF YOUNG ADULTS

Population Estimates and Projections, 2000 and 2025

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that there were 3.72 million 25-year-olds in the United
States in the year 2000. By the year 2025, Child Trends estimates that the number may

increase by over 20 percent to 4.6 million. During that time, new immigration is expected
to continue its strong contribution to those numbers.

! Year 2000 estimates come from bridged race estimates produced by the U.S. Census Bureau based on the 2000
decennial Census. Projections for 2025 were produced by Child Trends. The most recent projections for 2025 available
from the U.S. Census at the time this paper was completed were based on pre-Census 2000 estimates that under-
estimated the current number of Hispanic 25-year-olds by as much as 30 percent. Presumably this would also result in
an under-estimate of Hispanics in 2025. In order to produce more reasonable estimates, we took the percentage change
in race/Hispanic specific populations between 2000 and 2025 that were in the original projections, and applied them to
the new 2000 Census-based numbers in order to come up with our own projections.



Between 2000 and 2025, the percent of 25-year-olds who are white and non-Hispanic is,
according to Child Trends estimates, expected to decline from 61.4 percent to 50.6
percent, while Hispanics will rise from 18.9 to 27.2 percent, and Asians are expected to
increase from 5.5 to 8.6 percent. (See Figure 1.) Black non-Hispanics and American
Indian non-Hispanics are expected to maintain close to their 2000 proportions.

When seen in terms of absolute numbers, the gains for Hispanics and Asians are even
more impressive. The number of Hispanics age 25 will increase by about three-quarters,
from 700,448 to 1,248,752, and the number of Asians will nearly double to 397,495.
(See Table 1.)

Significantly, while new immigration will continue to play a substantial role in this
growth, the proportion of Hispanics and Asians in this age group who are foreign-born is
expected to decline by about one-half. This is very important for understanding the future
needs of these groups, since the needs, strengths and behaviors of immigrants and native
born can be very different. Among Hispanics, the percentage of 25-year olds who are
foreign born is expected to decline from 44 percent in 2000 to 21 percent by 2025.
Among Asians the drop is from 70 percent to 36 percent.” (See Figure 2.) This reflects
the large number of immigrants of childbearing age who are now having children in the
U.S.

Educational Attainment and English Fluency

The relationship between educational attainment and nearly every facet of adult well-
being is very strong and very well documented. The tables in this paper show repeatedly
the strong relationship of education to such things as employment and earnings; drug,
alcohol, and cigarette use; general health and health limitations; civic involvement; and
even religious activity.

Overall, nearly nine in ten 25-year-olds had graduated from high school or obtained a
GED in 2000, though less than 3 in 10 had graduated with a Bachelor’s degree. These
percentages can vary substantially by race and immigrant status. (See Table 3.)

High School Dropout. The percent of young adults (ages 24-26) in 2000 who failed to
graduate from high school or obtain a GED” is relatively low at 11 percent. For some
groups, however, high school graduation is still a major stumbling block. For example,

? The percent foreign born presented here are based on population projections produced prior to the 2000
decennial census. 2000 estimates based on the 2000 decennial Census showed a substantially higher
number of Hispanic 25-year-olds overall than previously estimated, which may indicate a higher
percentage foreign born than the estimates presented here. Unfortunately, Census 2000 estimates of the
foreign born for this age group were not available at the time this paper was written.

? For the remainder of this paper, unless otherwise specified, those obtaining a GED are considered to have
graduated from high school. Research indicates, however, that a GED is not equal to a high school degree
in terms of future earning power. (Boesel, D., Alsalam, N, and Smith, T. 1998. Research synthesis:
Educational and labor market performance of GED recipients. U.S. Department of Education.
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/GED/




30 percent of all immigrants in this age group lack a high school degree. Among Hispanic
immigrants it is over one-half (51 percent).

Over one-third of Hispanics and one-quarter of Native Americans have failed to graduate
from high school, compared to about one in eight black non-Hispanics and one in 20
Asian and white non-Hispanics. (See Figure 3.) The Hispanic rates are strongly affected
by immigration. The rate for Hispanic immigrants is 51 percent, while for native-born
Hispanics it is much lower at 17 percent. Regional differences are modest, ranging from
8 to 13 percent.* Rates in metropolitan areas are modestly lower than in nonmetropolitan
areas (11 percent versus 14 percent). (See Table 3.)

Bachelor’s Degree. Over a quarter (28 percent) of young adults had bachelor’s degrees in
2000. Across race and ethnicity groups, Hispanics are by far the least likely to have a
college degree (10 percent), and Asians are the most likely (51 percent.) Overall, the
foreign born (who have greatly swelled the ranks of both Asian and Hispanic young
adults) are only modestly less likely than native born to have a college degree (25 versus
29 percent). However, there are distinct streams of poorly and highly educated young
immigrants coming to the U.S. The Asian immigrant stream is dominated by more highly
educated young adults (over half have a Bachelor’s degree) and are at least as educated as
their native-born counterparts. Among Hispanics, however, only 4 percent of immigrants
have a Bachelor’s degree, compared to 16 percent of the native-born. (See Table 4.)

English Facility. Given the large number of immigrants, we look at English facility,
since difficulty with speaking English can be a major barrier to educational and
employment success, and even to civic involvement and access to health care.” Recent
high rates of immigration among the young have produced a substantial proportion of
young adults (ages 20-24) who report speaking English less than “very well,” about 8
percent overall in 1999. Among the foreign born this rises to over one-half (53 percent).
(See Table 5.)

Population groups have been differentially affected by the influx of immigrants not fluent
in English. More than 40 percent of all Hispanic adults ages 20-24 report speaking
English less than very well, compared to 17 percent of Asian or Pacific Islander, 9
percent of American Indian,’ and 1 percent of white non-Hispanic and black non-
Hispanic young adults. It is notable that difficulty speaking English among Hispanics is
not confined to the immigrant population. Thirteen percent of Hispanic 20-24 year olds
who are native born reported speaking English less than very well. (See Table 5.)

* These regional differences are driven to some extent by demographic differences. The West, which has
the highest percentage of high school dropouts, also has the highest proportion of Hispanic immigrants,
over half of whom lack a high school degree. For data on the regional distribution of Hispanic immigrants,
see U.S. Census. Profile of the foreign-born population in the United States, 2000. Detailed tables (PPL-
145), Table 4-1D. http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/foreign/ppl-145/tab04-1D.pdf

> Hernandez, D. and Charney, E. (1998). From Generation to Generation: The Health and Well-Being of
Children in Immigrant Families. Washington, D.C., National Academy Press. page 8.

® Analyses reveal that most of the American Indians who report speaking English less than very well are
immigrants born outside the U.S.




Across the four regions, the West is by far the most affected, with 17 percent speaking
English less than very well, reflecting the large proportion of immigrants in these states.
The Midwest is the least affected at 3 percent, followed by the South and the Northeast at
6 and 7 percent, respectively. Metropolitan areas are more affected than nonmetropolitan
areas (10 percent versus 4 percent). Interestingly, within metropolitan areas, suburbs are
nearly as affected as central cities (9 percent versus 11 percent.) (See Table 5.)

Family Formation

In the transition to adulthood there are several well recognized milestones related to
family formation, including leaving the parental home, getting married, and having
children. None of these is strictly necessary to a successful transition to adulthood; done
out of order, they can even present a barrier to independence.” Nevertheless, they are
important and common milestones.

Living with Parents. By the time people reach their mid-twenties,® nearly four in five are
no longer living with either of their parents. Males are somewhat more likely than
females to be living with a parent (27 versus 19 percent). (See Table 6.) American
Indians have the lowest percentage and black non-Hispanics the highest percentage living
with a parent, though the difference is not very large (20 versus 28 percent.) Among
Hispanics, the foreign born are less than half as likely as native born to live with parents
(14 percent compared to 32 percent.) This difference probably reflects the fact that more
of the foreign born Hispanics left their natal countries as youth to work in the United
States, leaving parents behind.

There is a substantial regional difference, with those living in the Northeast (34 percent)
far more likely to be living with a parent those in the Midwest (22 percent), West (21
percent), or South (19 percent). (See Table 6.)

Getting Married. By the mid-twenties (ages 24-26), marriage is a common experience,
though a majority (59 percent) has never been married. A little more than a third are
married, and about one in 20 is already divorced, separated, or widowed. (See Table 7.)

The percentage that has ever been married is highest among Hispanics (46 percent) and
lowest among Asians (32 percent) and black non-Hispanics (26 percent). (See Table 7.)
Marriage at this age is less common among those with bachelor’s degrees than among
those with less education. (See Figure 4.)

Marriage is more common among young adults living in the South than in other regions,
particularly compared with the Northeast. (See Figure 5.) In nonmetropolitan areas a

7 Maynard, R. A. (ed). (1997). Kids Having Kids: Economic Costs and Social Consequences of Teen
Pregnancy. Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute.

McLanahan, S. S., & Sandefur, G. (1994). Growing Up with a Single Parent: What Hurts, What Helps.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

¥ Ages 23-27 for this analysis.



majority of young adults (55 percent) have been married, compared to only 33 percent in
central cities and 39 percent in the suburbs. (See Table 7.)

Cohabitation. Cohabitation is a common precursor to marriage and is increasingly an
alternative to marriage for young adults, at least for a while. In 2002, 12 percent of men
and women ages 24-26 were cohabiting with an opposite sex partner. (See Table 8.)
Cohabitation is much less common among foreign-born adults than among native-born (8
percent versus 13 percent). That difference is roughly the same for both men and women.
Hispanics as a group are less likely than white and black non-Hispanics to cohabitate,
though the difference is larger for foreign-born Hispanics and smaller for the native-born.
(See Table 8.)

Having Children. Early childbearing is associated with negative consequences for both
mother and child.” Research indicates that children bear the greatest burdens associated
with early childbearing, followed by the young mothers, and then by the fathers, families
and taxpayers.'® Teen parents tend to come from more disadvantaged backgrounds to
begin with, and the challenges imposed by childrearing during the teen years further
erode their prospects.'!

Rates of teen childbearing are much higher among Hispanics and blacks than among non-
Hispanic whites. Indeed, of the three groups, Hispanics now have the highest teen birth
rate, at 92 births per 1,000 Hispanic females ages 15-19 in 2001, compared with a rate of
73 for black teens and 66 for Native American teens. Non-Hispanic white teens have a
birth rate of 30 per 1,000 females ages 15-19, while Asians have a rate of 21 . (See Table
9.

Among young adults ages 23 through 27, nearly half of all women and about a third of all
men report that they have had at least one child. Having had a child is very strongly
related to income level and educational attainment for both sexes. Among women, for
example, 84 percent of high school dropouts have had at least one child, compared to 16
percent of those with a bachelor’s degree. For men, the numbers are 54 percent and 11
percent, respectively. Nearly three-quarters of women below the poverty level have had
a child, compared to about 30 percent of those in families with incomes at 300 percent or
more above poverty. (See Table 10.)

Black non-Hispanic and Hispanic adults in this age group are far more likely to have had
a child than white non-Hispanic and other (mostly Asian) adults of this age. (See Figure
6.) Interestingly, there is almost no difference between foreign born and native born
adults, though this is likely a reflection of the fact the foreign born includes Hispanics
who tend to have children early, and Asians, who tend to have them much later.

? Maynard, R. A. (ed). (1997). Kids Having Kids: Economic Costs and Social Consequences of Teen
Pregnancy. Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute.
10 1ps

Ibid.
' Ibid. Also see Moore, K., Myers, D., Morrison, D., Nord, C., Brown, B., and Edmunston, B. (1993). Age
at first childbirth and later poverty. Journal of Research on Adolescence. 3(4) 393-422.



Marriage and Children Together. Among adults ages 24-26, a majority (55 percent) are
truly single in the sense of being unmarried and not living with one of their own children.
This status is more common among men (67 percent) than women (44 percent). Over half
of the young adults in every race/ethnicity group are unmarried and not living with any
children, with the exception of Hispanics. (See Figure 7.) Hispanics are far more likely
than other groups to be both married and living with children. Black non-Hispanics are

more likely than other groups to be unmarried but living with one of more of their own
children. (See Table 11.)

Self-Sufficiency, Disengagement, and Receipt of Government Supports

For most young adults, steady employment is the path to a decent income and an
independent adulthood.'? Some stumble on that path, becoming disengaged from the
world of work; some spend time in prison. Others find that work cannot provide adequate
income and require access to governmental supports such as food stamps and public
assistance.

Employment. By their mid-twenties, the great majority of young adults have made the
transition to the workforce. In 2002, 92 percent of males and 81 percent of females
reported working in the previous year. Among those who worked, the vast majority
reported working full-time, with males somewhat more likely than females to report full-
time work. (See Figure 8.) Nearly two thirds of all males (65 percent) and one-half of
females were working full-time/full year. (See Table 12.)

Male high school dropouts are somewhat less likely to be employed than those with
higher levels of education, though 87 percent reported working during the previous year.
Among women, education is a very strong predictor of work experience. While just 55
percent of female high school dropouts reported working, work activity increases to 78
percent for those with only a high school diploma, and to 90 percent for those with
Bachelor’s degrees. (See Table 12.) Marriage is also related to employment among
women, with 75 percent of married women employed in the previous year, compared to
85 percent of single women. Among foreign born young women, the difference is much
larger: 56 percent of the married versus 73 percent of the single were employed. (See
Table 13.)

Among young women, there are wide disparities by race in work activity. White non-
Hispanic, black non-Hispanic, and American Indian women have the highest percentage
who work, and Hispanics and Asians have lower rates, with percentages ranging from 86
percent down to 69 percent.” (See Figure 9.) This pattern is even more pronounced
among married women. Among single women, white non-Hispanics are somewhat more
likely to have been employed than blacks and Hispanics. (See Table 13.)

12 For some this path can be indirect through the employment of their spouse.
1 Differences with American Indians were not significant due to small sample sizes.



Among young men there is a somewhat different pattern. White non-Hispanic and
Hispanic men are the most likely to have worked (94 and 93 percent, respectively), while
black non-Hispanic and Asian men are less likely to have worked (84 and 85 percent,
respectively).

Foreign-born young women were much less likely than native-born women to report
working in the previous year: 64 percent versus 84 percent. (See Table 12.)

Earnings. In 2001, median earnings among young adult workers'* were $20,800. Those
with Bachelor’s degrees had twice the earnings of high school dropouts. American
Indian, Hispanic and black non-Hispanic workers earned much less than Asian and white
non-Hispanic workers. (See Figure 10.) Foreign born workers had median earnings of
about $18,000, compared to $22,000 for the native born. Median earnings among young
workers were lower in nonmetropolitan areas than among those in the suburbs ($18,200
versus $24,000), and somewhat lower than those living in the central cities ($20,700).
(See Table 14.)

Disengagement. There are a number of roles that young adults may adopt to be
considered as independent adults, or at least on the road to independence. These roles
include worker, student, or spouse to someone who is employed or going to school."
Those who do not occupy such roles as young adults are often referred to as idle,
dependent, disconnected, or disengaged.

To operationalize this concept of disengagement, we identified the percentage of 23- to
27-year-olds in the civilian population'® who were not in school, not in the labor force,
not married, and not disabled.'” Overall, less than 5 percent were disengaged, about
800,000 in all. (See Table 15.) High school dropouts are particularly at risk of being
disengaged, especially women dropouts. Eighteen percent of women who are high
school dropouts were disengaged, compared to 7 percent of those with only a high school
diploma. (See Table 15.) Among men the difference is much smaller, with 5 percent of
high school dropouts disengaged, compared to 4 percent of those with only high school
diplomas.

Among women, white non-Hispanics and Asians are the least likely to be disengaged at
around five percent, while rates among black non-Hispanic and Native American women
are around nine percent. Among men the pattern is a little different, with white non-
Hispanic and Hispanic men the least likely to be disengaged at around three percent,
compared to rates of six to seven percent among black, Asian, and Native American men.

1 Ages 24 to 26.

' Brown, B. and Emig, C. (1999). Prevalence, patterns, and outcomes. In America’s Disconnected Youth.
Washington, D.C.: The Child Welfare League of America.

' The civilian population specifically excludes all those who are in prison or other institutional facilities, as
well as those on active duty in the Armed Forces.

' These refer to activities or statuses in the week prior to the survey. As such, this does not constitute an
ideal operationalization of the construct, as one would like to be able to capture those who were
disconnected over longer periods of time. In addition, this definition will classify some adults as
disconnected who are being financially supported by an unmarried partner.



(See Table 15.) Rates of disengagement among foreign-born men and women are only
slightly higher than those among the native born.

Among men, disengagement is more common among those living in central cities
compared to the suburbs and the nonmetropolitan areas. Women show a different pattern,
with those in nonmetropolitan areas about as likely as those in central cities to be
disengaged. (See Figure 11.)

Foods Stamps and Public Assistance Receipt. In 2001, 7 percent of young adults'® lived
in households receiving food stamps, and 3 percent in households receiving public
assistance (primarily TANF). (See Table 16.)

Educational attainment is a strong predictor of who will receive publicly subsidized
sources of support. (See Figure 12.) Among young adult college graduates, one percent
lived in households receiving food stamps and fewer than one percent lived in households
receiving public assistance. In contrast, among high school dropouts, 17 percent lived in
households receiving food stamps and 7 percent received public assistance. (See Table
16.)

Receipt is relatively low among white non-Hispanics and Asians, and much higher
among blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans. For example, three percent of Asians
and five percent of white non-Hispanics lived in households receiving food stamps,
compared to nine percent of Hispanics, 13 percent of Native Americans, and 15 percent
of black non-Hispanics.'’ (See Figure13.)

Females are about twice as likely as males to live in households receiving food stamps
and public assistance. This is not surprising, since these programs are targeted to families
with children, and such families are commonly headed by single women.

Receipt of food stamps in households where young adults live is more than 50 percent
higher in nonmetropolitan areas than in metropolitan areas. (See Figure 14.) Within
metropolitan areas, receipt is higher in the central cities than in the suburbs, though still
lower than nonmetropolitan areas. Receipt of public assistance is somewhat higher in the
central cities than in nonmetropolitan areas (4.2 percent compared to 3.2 percent), though
overall rates are similar for nonmetropolitan and metropolitan areas (3.2 in both cases).
(See Table 16.)

Prison. Those young adults who find themselves in prison have clearly failed in making
the transition to an independent and productive adulthood. What is more, once released,
they often have a very difficult time gaining and sustaining legitimate employment, and
many eventually find themselves back in prison.

'8 Ages 24-26 in March 2002.

' Differences with American Indians not significant at .05 level, probably due to small sample sizes.

2 Travis, J., Solomon, A., and Waul, M. (2001). From prison to home: The dimensions and consequences
of prisoner reentry. Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute. See also Langan, P., and Levin, D. (2002).
Recidivism of prisoners released in 1994. Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report.
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Prison experience is much more likely for males than for females. In 2002, 3.6 percent of
males and 0.3 percent of females ages 25-29 were resident in state or federal prisons and
local jails. Among males, a staggering 13 percent of blacks ages 25-29 were incarcerated,
compared to four percent among Hispanics and two percent among white non-Hispanics.
(See Table 17.) Among females, 0.8 percent of blacks ages 25-29 were incarcerated,
compared to 0.3 percent among Hispanics and 0.2 percent among white non-Hispanics.
(See Table 17.)

Social Engagement

Citizenship and Voting. The role of active citizen is a critical adult role in a democracy.
Civic engagement is essential for the health of the society, for the representation of key
social groups in the political process, and for the empowerment of the individual.

Among young adults ages 24 to 26, one in eight is not a U.S. citizen. Non-citizens do not
enjoy the same political rights as citizens, are not eligible for the same social supports,'
and are unable to exercise the vote in the country where they live. Among Hispanics and
Asians, nearly half of 24- to 26-year-olds are non-citizens. Among the foreign born, only
one in five has attained citizenship status in this age group. Also, nearly four in ten U.S.
residents in this age group who lack a high school education in this country also do not
have citizenship.

For these reasons, about one in five Hispanic and Asian young adults voted in the 2000
elections, compared to 53 percent of black non-Hispanics and 48 percent of white non-
Hispanics. Native Americans fell in between these two groups at 32 percent.” (See
Figure 15.)

Among the foreign born, around six percent voted. And, among young adults with less
than a high school diploma, only one in ten voted, compared to 31 percent of those with
only a high school diploma, and 62 percent of those with a bachelor’s degree. (See Table
18.)

There are significant regional difference in both citizenship status and voting behaviors,
in part the result of immigrant settlement patterns. In the Midwest, 93 percent of adults

ages 24 to 26 were citizens, compared to just 81 percent in the West. Differences in the
percentage that voted follow the same pattern. (See Table 18.)

Religious Attendance. Involvement in local religious institutions is associated with a
number of important benefits for young adults, including better mental and physical
health and overall life satisfaction.”

2! Restrictions on Food Stamp eligibility for legal aliens is one example.

2 Differences with American Indians not significant at .05 level, probably due to small sample sizes.
3 Bridges, L. and Moore, K. (2002). Religion and spirituality in childhood and adolescence. Page 2.
Washington, D.C.: Child Trends.
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While about three-quarters (72 percent) of all young adults (ages 24-25) report that
religion plays a very important role in their lives, only a fifth attend religious services
regularly (defined as 25 or more times in the previous year). Over a third had not
attended at all in the past year. Attendance does vary somewhat across different social
groups. Young women were somewhat more likely to attend regularly than were young
men; and those with bachelor’s degrees were more likely to attend than those with a high
school degree or less. (See Table 19.)

Health Outcomes and Behaviors

Even though they are generally quite healthy, young adults may suffer from a variety of
negative health conditions and behaviors that substantially reduce their quality of life,
represent threats to long-term well-being, and may make it much more difficult for them
to achieve and sustain a successful transition to adulthood.

Health Status Measures. In this section we examine three health outcomes: 1)
limitations that affect one’s ability to do daily tasks (such as working; walking a quarter
mile; standing for 2 or more hours; stooping, bending, or kneeling); 2) symptoms of
depression;** and 3) fair to poor general health. Disability and depression are, of course,
major health concerns in their own right,”> and can substantially interfere with overall
well-being, as well as one’s ability to earn a living and perform other important daily
functions required of independent adults.?® The third measure, a general health status
measure, has been shown to be a strong indicator of health and well-being.”’

Overall, few young adults® suffer from these health problems: no more than 5 percent for
any one of the three. Some groups are, however, substantially more likely to be affected
than others. There is a strong and consistent link between educational attainment and
health as measured by these outcomes. Among high school dropouts, for example, nine
percent report being in fair to poor health, eight percent report limitations that interfere
with their ability to do daily tasks, and eight percent report symptoms of depression.
Among those with a bachelor’s degree, by contrast, the rates are three percent or less.
(See Table 20.)

* Young adults were defined as having symptoms of depression if they reported having two or more of the
following emotional conditions all or most of the time during the prior 30 days: sad, hopeless, nervous,
worthless, restless, or that everything was an effort. This should not be confused with a clinical diagnosis of
depression, which requires much more extensive evaluation.

»U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2000). Healthy People 2010. 2nd Edition. With
Understanding and Improving Health and Objectives for Improving Health. 2 vols. (focus areas 6 and 18)
Washington, D.C.: U.S. GPO.

% U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (1999). Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon
General. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, Center for Mental Health Services, National Institutes of Health, National Institute of
Mental Health.

7 Bowling, A. (1997). Measuring Health: a Review of Quality of Life Measurement Scales. 2™ edition,
page 38. Philadelphia: Open University Press.

% Ages 24-26.
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If immigrants are excluded (immigrants are only a third as likely as native born to report
limitations), the percentage is even higher. Among non-immigrants, over 12 percent of all
high school dropouts have a functional limitation.

Finally, problems of limitation and depression are more common among those in
nonmetropolitan areas than among those in metropolitan areas, though even in
nonmetropolitan areas the incidence is only about eight percent. (See Table 20.)

Drug Use, Binge Drinking, and Cigarette Use. Those who abuse drugs and alcohol
often have difficulties getting and keeping jobs.”’ Such activities can also make it
difficult to fulfill family roles of parent and spouse, and are related to higher rates of
domestic violence.”® They are also related to later health problems including cancer, heart
attack, and premature death.’’ Cigarette smoking has even been shown to be related to
lost economic productivity in addition to its well documented effects on health.*?

Nearly one out of seven young adults is a current user of illicit drugs (14 percent).*®
Twelve percent of young adults reported using marijuana within the last month, and five
percent reported using other types of illicit drugs.** (See Table 21.) About nine percent
reported regular heavy drinking of alcohol, and 27 percent reported being a current
smoker. *> (See Table 22.)

Young men are, overall, substantially more likely than women to engage in these
behaviors. They are almost twice as likely to use illicit drugs (18 percent versus 10
percent), and over four times as likely to report regular heavy drinking (14 percent versus
3 percent). The gender gap in cigarette smoking is smaller but still evident (31 percent
versus 23 percent. (See Tables 21 and 22.)

Those with bachelor’s degrees have significantly lower rates of cigarette use than those
with less education. (See Table 22.) Only 16 percent of those with bachelor’s degrees are

¥ Bryant, R., Jayawardhana, A., Samaranayake, V., and Wilhite, A. (1996). The impact of alcohol and drug
use on employment: A labor market study using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. Institute for
Research on Poverty Discussion Paper no. 1092-96. Madison: Institute for Research on Poverty,
University of Wisconsin.

30'U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2000). Healthy People 2010. 2nd Edition. With
Understanding and Improving Health and Objectives for Improving Health. 2 vols. (focus area 26)
Washington, D.C.: U.S. GPO

*! bid.

32 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2000). Healthy People 2010. 2nd Edition. With
Understanding and Improving Health and Objectives for Improving Health. 2 vols. (focus area 27)
Washington, D.C.: U.S. GPO.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2001). Annual smoking-attributable mortality, years of
potential life lost, and economic costs — United States, 1995-1999. MMWR 51: 300-303.

%3 Current user is defined here as having used an illicit drug within the last month.

** Some, obviously, reported using both marijuana and other illicit drugs.

3% Regular heavy drinking is defined as having five or more drinks in a row an average of at least once per
week in the last year. Current smokers are identified as those who have smoked 100 or more cigarettes in
their life, and currently smoke every day or some days (for more on this definition, see National Center for
Health Statistics, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/about/major/nhis/released200209/figure08_3.htm)
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smokers, compared to between 27 and 36 percent of those with less education. They are
also less likely than those with a high school degree to drink heavily.

Hispanic and black non-Hispanic young adults are much less likely than non-Hispanic
white adults to smoke cigarettes (17 and 18 percent versus 32 percent). (See Table 22.)
Foreign-born young adults are less than half as likely as their native-born counterparts to
report drug use, and nearly half as likely to report smoking cigarettes or regular heavy
drinking. (See Table 21.) Native-born Hispanics, in fact, show rates of smoking, binge
drinking, and illicit drug use that are much closer to those of non-Hispanic whites. (See
Tables 21 and 22.)

Obesity and Physical Activity. Obesity and regular physical activity are both important
health indicators for young adults as they relate to both the current quality of life and
long-term health. Overall, 17 percent of young adults are obese, and 41 percent engage in
regular leisure-time physical activity.

There is a clear relationship between both of these measures and educational attainment.
The percentage engaged in regular physical activity increases steadily with education
level, from 23 percent among high school dropouts to 53 percent among those with
bachelor’s degrees. The relationship of education to obesity is a little different, with
seven percent obese among those with bachelor’s degrees compared to between 19 and
23 percent among those with lower levels of education. (See Table 23.)

Across racial and ethnicity groups, non-Hispanic “other” (primarily Asian) young adults
are by far the least likely to be obese (6 percent), followed by white non-Hispanic (16
percent), Hispanic (20 percent) and black non-Hispanic (24 percent) young adults. (See
Table 23.)

Rape. The negative consequences of rape are often substantial and long lasting.
Problems relevant to a successful transition to adulthood include a greater likelihood of
depression and eating disorders, a higher risk of suicide, and a greater likelihood of
substance abuse.”®

By age 25, we estimate that nearly one in five women and more than one in twenty men
will have been raped. Rates are higher for Hispanics and black non-Hispanics than for
white non-Hispanics. Among men, rates are highest for black non-Hispanics at 12
percent, nearly three times the rate for white non-Hispanics. (See Table 24.)

Sexually Transmitted Diseases. STDs can have serious health consequences for
individuals and their newborn children. Gonorrhea and chlamydia can lead to infertility
and other fertility-related problems. Syphilis can facilitate HIV transmission, and has its

36 National Center for Injury Prevention and Control. Rape fact sheet. Accessed 2/7/03. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/factsheets/rape.htm

Also Miller, B., Monson, B., and Norton, M. (1995). The effects of forces sexual intercourse on white
female adolescents. Child Abuse and Neglect. 19(10) 1289-1301.
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own devastating health consequences if left untreated.”” Overall, very few young adults
(ages 25-29) have STDs in any given year: less than one percent.

Among young adults, chlamydia is the most common of the three STDs, affecting 558
per 100,000 25- to 29-year-olds in 2001. Gonorrhea rates are 289 per 100,000 for this age
group. Syphilis is the least common, affecting only 5 per 100,000. Rates for all three
forms of STDs are far higher among black non-Hispanics than among other race/ethnicity
groups, with rates about four to six times higher than the national average. (See Table
25.)

Portraits for Key Population Subgroups

There are many paths to becoming a fully functioning and independent adult, and
different groups face distinct challenges to making a successful transition. In addition,
different cultural and historical experiences can influence these patterns. Policies
designed to aid that transition are often targeted to particular communities defined both
culturally and geographically. This is so for a number of reasons, including the cultural
appropriateness of interventions, geographic concentration, and a targeting of resources
to areas of specific need.

In the transition to adulthood, the mix and level of problems faced by minorities, the
foreign born, and those living in different parts of the country can be quite different.
Understanding those differences is an important step in crafting effective policies to
smooth their transitions to becoming independent adults.

In what follows, we draw brief portraits of young adulthood for Hispanic young adults,
major (non-Hispanic) racial groups, immigrants, and those living in particular regions
and areas of the country. We draw selectively from the measures of adult outcomes
reviewed above in order to emphasize the essential assets and challenges facing each

group.

The White Portrait. Non-Hispanic white young adults have relatively high rates of
educational attainment, employment, and income, significantly exceeding outcomes for
non-Asian minorities.”® They have low rates of imprisonment, and teen fertility rates less
than half those of Hispanics, black non-Hispanics, and Native Americans, though still
high relative to Asians.

From a policy perspective, however, it is important to note the sheer size of this group: 61
percent of all 25-year-olds in the year 2000. This means that even low rates of problems
can represent large numbers of white non-Hispanic young people who are struggling. For

7 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2000). Healthy People 2010. 2nd Edition. With
Understanding and Improving Health and Objectives for Improving Health. 2 vols. (focus area 25)
Washington, D.C.: U.S. GPO

3¥ The difference between non-Hispanic whites and American Indians for the percentage working was large
but not significant at the .05 level, probably due to the small sample sizes
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example, though the percent of non-Hispanic white young adults who are disengaged (not
in school, not in the labor force, not disabled and not married) is low, the absolute
number who are disengaged exceeds those of blacks, Asians, Hispanics, and Native
Americans combined. In addition, non-Hispanic white young adults constitute a third of
all high school dropouts and over 40 percent of those receiving food stamps in their age

group.

One area where young non-Hispanic white adults struggle is in drug and alcohol use.
The proportion of non-Hispanic white adults engaged in heavy drinking, smoking, and
use of illicit drugs is as high as or higher than any of the other race/ethnicity groups.
Among poorly educated whites, problems with cigarette addiction and the use of illicit
drugs other than marijuana are even more pronounced.

The Hispanic Portrait. The portrait of Hispanic young adults is strongly influenced by
the fact that over 40 percent were born outside the United States. So, while it is important
to look at Hispanics as a group, it is also important to look separately at native and
foreign born, who often have dramatically different characteristics.

Limited education, limited English proficiency, high early fertility rates and non-citizen
status are major factors limiting the success of young Hispanic adults. Less than one in
five votes. More than 40 percent speak English less than very well. Thirty-five percent
lack a high school diploma, the highest rate of any group and much higher than the
average of 11 percent. Only ten percent have a bachelor’s degree, far lower than the
percentage for non-Hispanic blacks (18 percent) and less than a third of the percentage
for non-Hispanic whites. (See Table 3.)

Hispanic teens have by far the highest annual birth rate of any race/ethnicity group: 92
births per 1,000 females ages 15-19. This is higher than the next highest rate of 73 per
1,000 among blacks, and much higher than the white non-Hispanic rate of 30 per 1,000
and the even lower Asian rate of 21 per 1,000. (See Table 9.) Such early fertility has been
found to have negative consequences for the future well-being of the mothers, and even
greater negative consequences for children.*” By their mid-twenties, two-thirds of
Hispanic females have had at least one child, much higher than Asians and non-Hispanic
whites, and about the same as non-Hispanic blacks. (See Table 10.)

Young Hispanic men and women have a significantly different relationship to the labor
force. The young men are by and large quite successful in attaching themselves to the
labor force despite their lack of education and language limitations. The percentage that
is disengaged and the percentage working are similar to the average for all males.
Hispanic women, on the other hand, have higher rates of disengagement than the average
(7.1 percent versus 5.7 percent), and are less likely to be working (68.9 percent versus
80.9 percent). This gender difference in worker status may in part reflect more traditional

3 Maynard, R. A. (ed). (1997). Kids Having Kids: Economic Costs and Social Consequences of Teen
Pregnancy. Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute.

16



family roles in the Hispanic community, where young women are more likely to be at
home and taking care of children.

Young Hispanic workers are among the lowest earners, with median earnings of $17,500
in 2001 compared to $23,400 for white non-Hispanics.

Hispanics are advantaged in several important health outcomes. For example, they are
much less likely than white non-Hispanics to smoke or to report limitations affecting
their ability to perform daily tasks. (See Tables 20 and 22.)

The characteristics of native-born and foreign-born Hispanic young adults are often very
different. The foreign born are three times as likely to have less than a high school degree
(51 percent versus 17 percent) and one-quarter as likely to have a Bachelor’s degree (4
percent versus 16 percent). Over two-thirds of foreign-born Hispanic young adults report
speaking English less than very well. This compares with about one in eight native-born,
a much lower though still surprisingly high proportion. (See Table 5.)

The gap in work experience between native- and foreign-born Hispanic women is
particularly large. Native-born women are more likely to have been employed in the
previous year (79 percent versus 58 percent) and far more likely to have been employed
full-time/full-year (50 percent versus 34 percent). (See Table 12.)

Foreign-born Hispanic young adults are more likely than the native-born to be married
(46 percent versus 37 percent) but about equally likely to cohabit (9 percent versus 10
percent). (See Tables 7 and 8.) They are less than half as likely to be living with their
parents (14 versus 32 percent). (See Table 6.)

Finally, foreign-born Hispanic young adults are a little more than half as likely as the
native-born to smoke cigarettes, and about one quarter as likely to use marijuana. (See
Tables 21 and 22.)

The Black Portrait. In 2002, more than one in every eight black non-Hispanic men ages
25-29 were in prison or jail (13 percent). That is triple the rate for Hispanics (the next
most likely to be incarcerated), and more than seven times the rate for white non-
Hispanic young men. (See Table 17.) What’s more, this is not a problem confined to
young 1t?‘})ack men: the percent in prison or jail does not fall below 10 percent until after
age 40.

When you combine those who are in prison or jail with those who are not in jail but who
are disengaged (5.7 percent), the result is that nearly one in five young black non-
Hispanic men are clearly not on the path to becoming an independent and self-sufficient
adult. Clearly the two statuses are not independent either, as men with prison records
have a lot more difficulty getting a job.* While these problems are certainly not unique

0 U.S. Department of Justice. (2003). Prison and Jail Inmates at Midyear 2002. Table 14. U.S. DOJ.
! Travis, J., Solomon, A., and Waul, M. (2001). From prison to home: The dimensions and consequences
of prisoner reentry. Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute. See also Langan, P., and Levin, D. (2002).
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to black men, they are experienced by them to a far greater degree, with profound
economic and social effects for the whole black community.

The birth rate for black teens has decreased substantially in the last several years to 73
per 1,000 in 2001, but it is still more than twice that of white non-Hispanics, and second
only to Hispanic rates (92 per 1,000). (See Table 9.) And, because of their low rates of
marriage, by their mid-twenties young black adults are by far the most likely to be single
parents (23 percent). (See Table 11.) This in turn is related to high rates of disengagement
and dependence among young black women.

Young black adults are, as a group, far better educated than their Hispanic counterparts,
but still lag far behind white non-Hispanics and Asians. While 18 percent of black adults
ages 24 to 26 have a bachelor’s degree, the rate is 33 percent for white non-Hispanics and
51 percent for Asians. (See Table 3.) They hold a similar middle ground in earning
power. (See Table 14.)

With regard to health outcomes, young black adults are more likely than white non-
Hispanics and “others” (mostly Asian) to report being in fair-to-poor health. (See Table
20.) Their rates of STDs are orders of magnitude higher than those of other race and
ethnic groups. (See Table 25.) And, among the men, young black adults are more likely
to have been raped than white and Hispanic males, a fact which may be related to their
higher rates of incarceration. (See Table 24.) Rates of cigarette use among young black
adults are much lower than among white non-Hispanics (18 percent compared to 32
percent) and are comparable with rates among Hispanics. (See Table 22.)

The Native American Portrait. A quarter of young Native American adults failed to
graduate from high school, second only to Hispanics (35 percent). Hispanic estimates are
profoundly affected by immigration, however, and when one compares only among the
native born, Native Americans have the highest percent failing to graduate from high
school.*? (See Table 4.)

Eight percent of young Native American adults are disengaged, higher than Asians and
non-Hispanic whites, and similar to non-Hispanics blacks (7.4 percent). Those who work
have a median income of about $18,000, considerably less than Asians ($24,000) and
non-Hispanic whites ($23,400), though comparable with non-Hispanic blacks ($18,250)
and Hispanics ($17,500). (See Table 14.)

Teen birth rates in 2001 were 66 per 1,000, lower than for blacks and Hispanics but twice
the rate for white non-Hispanics. As young adults, Native Americans are, at 15 percent,
the second most likely to report being single parents.” (See Tables 9 and 11.)

*2 Differences between American Indians and Blacks and Hispanics were not statistically significant at the
.05 level.

* The difference between Native Americans and Hispanics was not significant at the .05 level, probably
due to small sample sizes.

18



In addition to the these challenges, young Native American adults, virtually all of whom
are American citizens, are much less likely to be registered to vote than their white non-
Hispanic and black non-Hispanic counterparts. (See Figure 16.)

Unfortunately, we do not have Native American estimates for most of the health
outcomes and behaviors covered in this report due to small sample sizes. We also lack
prison data, as the Federal sources we had available to us did not include estimates for
them.

The Asian Portrait. By most of the measures presented in this report, young Asian
adults are, as a group, thriving. One-half (51 percent) have a bachelors’ degree, far
higher than any other group.** Asian workers report the highest median incomes. They
have the lowest rates of dependence on government assistance, the lowest rates of teen
fertility, and are the least likely to be single parents as young adults. Data on health
outcomes and behaviors show them to be among the healthiest on most outcomes.

The experience of young Asian adults, like that of Hispanics, is strongly influenced by
immigration. Like Hispanics, nearly one-half are not U.S. citizens, and few (about 20
percent) voted in the 2000 elections. Young Asian adults, however, are considerably less
likely than Hispanics to be limited in their ability to speak English (17 percent vs. 41
percent). In addition, Asian immigrants, unlike Hispanic immigrants, are at least as well
educated as their native-born counterparts.

Asian adults ages 24 to 26 have a lower percentage of workers than either non-Hispanic
blacks or whites. It is difficult to know what this means, however, given the very high
rates of education and low rates of dependence. It may be that a significant proportion are
still engaged in full-time schooling, pursuing advanced degrees. This is something that
merits additional research.

The Immigrant Portrait. The young adult immigrant population is a mix with a little
over one-half being Hispanic, a quarter Asian, and the rest non-Hispanic white and black.
(See Table 2.) Foreign-born young adults are, as a whole, a healthier group of people than
their native-born counterparts. They are much less likely to be obese, use marijuana,
drink heavily, or smoke cigarettes than are U.S.-born young adults. They are also much
less likely to report limitations that interfere with their ability to do daily tasks (two
percent versus five percent overall). These positive health behaviors and characteristics
are valuable in and of themselves, and many are positively related to work success. (See
Tables 20 through 23.)

On the other hand, immigrants do experience certain needs and challenges that can
negatively affect their ability to thrive as fully-functioning and independent adults in our
society. Three in ten foreign-born young adults lack a high school diploma (compared to
eight percent among native born), and more than half speak English less than very well.
Interestingly, the education gap between native-born and foreign-born is much smaller
when considering the percentage that has a Bachelor’s degree (29 percent versus 25

* The difference between Asians and American Indians was large but not significant at the .05 level,
probably due to the small sample sizes.
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percent). This reflects a bimodal pattern of immigration that includes large percentages
of highly educated (mostly Asian, white, and black) and highly under-educated
(overwhelmingly Hispanic) foreign-born. (See Table 4.) The earnings of young foreign-
born workers are considerably less than their U.S.-born peers, reflecting in part their
overall educational disadvantage and, quite probably, the language barrier. Young
foreign-born adults are less likely to be in houses receiving food stamps, though these
differences are clearly affected by eligibility requirements that are not directly related to
need. (See Table 16.)

While rates of working are similar among foreign-born and native-born young adult
males, the pattern is very different for their female counterparts. Eighty-four percent of
young native-born females reported working in the previous year compared to only 64
percent of the foreign-born. (See Figure 17.) This may well reflect more traditional
cultural family patterns among the foreign-born, but may also reflect differences in work
eligibility. Whatever the cause or causes, it has important policy implications, as
foreign-born young women are much less likely to be gaining an employment history or
to be generating income for themselves and their families.

Finally, about one in five foreign-born adults ages 24-26 is a U.S. citizen, and fewer that
one in fifteen voted in the 2000 election (compared to half of the native-born). (See Table
18.)This lack of civic connection via citizenship and voting is, at the very least, a cause
for concern.

Regional Patterns: North, South, East, and West. Regional differences in the well-being
of young adults may have many causes. The distributions of minorities and immigrants
are not equal across the four major regions, with Hispanics and immigrants far more
likely to live in the West, and blacks more likely to live in the South. Differences in
financial resources, employment opportunities, and in state policies also undoubtedly
play a role. When considering policy responses to these regional differences, all these
factors should be kept in mind.

In an area as fundamental to adult success as education, regional differences are
significant. In the Northeast, 35 percent of adults ages 24-26 have at least a bachelor’s
degree compared to between 26 and 28 percent for the other regions. In addition to lower
educational attainment, the West has a much higher percentage of young adults who
speak English less than very well: 17 percent in the West versus 3 to 7 percent in the
other regions. Rates of citizenship and voting among young adults are also lower in the
West than elsewhere.

It is also important to note regional differences in the family formation outcomes of
young adults. The Northeast stands out as having young adults who are less likely to have
married, less likely to have had children, and far more likely to be living with their
parents than those in other regions. (See Tables 6, 7, and 10.)

Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan Areas. Differences between young adults living in
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas are also striking. Though young adults in
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nonmetropolitan areas are slightly less likely than those in metropolitan areas to have
graduated from high school, they are nearly one-half as likely to have graduated from
college (18 percent versus 32 percent).*”’ (See Table 3.)

Nonmetropolitan young people are also more likely to suffer from a number of health
conditions that may affect their ability to work and to function. They are more likely to
be obese (23 percent versus 16 percent), more likely to report symptoms of depression (8
percent versus 4 percent), and more likely to report a limitation that interferes with their
ability to perform daily tasks (8 percent versus 4 percent). (See Tables 20 and 23.)Young
adults in nonmetropolitan areas are more likely to be living in households receiving food
stamps (11 percent versus 6 percent).46 (See Table 16.) Young adults in nonmetropolitan
areas who work also earn less than those in metropolitan areas, with median earnings of
$18,200 versus $22,000. (See Table 14.)

The news is certainly not all one direction, however. Young adults living in
nonmetropolitan areas are about as likely to be productively engaged as their peers in
metropolitan areas. They are more likely to be citizens, and they are less likely to have
problems speaking English than those living in metro areas.

Gazing Into the Future: The Status of Young Adults in 2025

Immigration has brought substantial changes in the composition of our young adult
population. The Census Bureau has estimated that, in 2000, one in every eight 25-year-
olds was born outside of the United States. Twenty-five years later, we estimate that the
population of 25-year-olds will grow by 884,000 to nearly 4.6 million, with over 60
percent of that growth due to immigration. Hispanics and Asians are expected to
continue to grow as a proportion of that population, from 19 to 27 percent and from six to
nine percent, respectively. The percentage of young adults who are white and non-
Hispanic is expected to fall from 61 percent to 51 percent. (See Table 1.)

The people who will be 25 years old in the U.S. in 2025 are now about 2 years old. About
90 percent of them live in the United States now. We have the opportunity to affect their
development in ways that will produce better outcomes for them as young adults. To
understand a little more thoroughly what is at stake if we do nothing different between
now and then, we have projected selected outcomes, adjusting for overall population
growth and for expected changes in the racial, ethnic, and immigrant composition of the
young adult population between now and then. The technique requires assumptions to be
sure, but we believe that it gives us a better picture of what to expect than simply relying
on the (mostly) year 2000 estimates that we have described up to this point.

* This finding undoubtedly reflects in part the outmigration to metropolitan areas of the college educated
and those attending college.

% Additional analyses (not shown) also indicate that young adults in nonmetropolitan areas are far more
likely to live in households receiving Medicaid.
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The results are presented in Table 26, including estimates related to educational
attainment, work, dependency, marriage and children, drug use, and obesity. Overall, the
percentages change only modestly from their values in 2000, and not always in the same
direction. Several changes are worth noting. Levels of food stamp and public assistance
receipt increase modestly from 7.3 to 8.1 percent and from 3.1 to 3.7 percent,
respectively. The percentage of young adults who are unmarried parents is also projected
to increase from 9.5 to 10.1 percent.

The percent failing to complete high school or get a GED is expected to increase
modestly from 11.2 to 11.7 percent. We also project a modest decline in the percent who
obtain a bachelor’s degree, from 28.3 to 26.7 percent.

The percentage who use illicit drugs is expected to increase very modestly from 13.7 to
13.9 percent. We also project a small increase in the percentage who are heavy drinkers
(from 8.6 to 8.9 percent), and a small drop in the percentage who smoke, from 27.3 to
26.5 percent.

In the employment area we project little or no change in the percentage of all young
adults who are workers and the percent disengaged.

Finally, there is expected to be a modest decrease in the percentage who have difficulty
speaking English, and modest increases in citizenship, all consistent with the expected
overall reduction in the percentage of young adults who are foreign born.

Perhaps more important from a policy perspective, however, is the expected increase in
the absolute number of young adults with negative outcomes. The projected 24 percent
increase in the population of 25-year-olds means that, in many cases, even where there is
no increase in the percentage of young adults with poor outcomes, we can expect
substantial increases in the absolute number with such problems. For example, the
number of high school dropouts among 25-year-olds is expected to increase from
411,000 to 537,000 even though the actual percentage of young adults without a high
school diploma is expected to increase by only a half a percentage point (from 11.2 to
11.7 percent).

In addition, we expect substantial increases in the number of 25-year-olds who are
dependent on needs-based government supports:

e from 275,000 to 373,000 for food stamps (36 percent increase);
e from 116,000 to 169,000 for public assistance (46 percent increase).

The social and financial costs that are associated with these increases may be substantial.
In addition, the percentage of the population who will be of retirement age is expected to
increase from 13 percent in 2000 to over 18 percent in 2025. Thus the needs of the young
may be competing for attention and government dollars with a rapidly growing elderly
population throughout the period.
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SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND POLICY
Summary

In this report we have used social indicator data to paint a portrait of young adulthood
across multiple areas including demography, self-sufficiency and dependence, family
formation, health, and civic involvement. We have compared the well-being of young
adults across groups defined by such characteristics as race and Hispanic origin, gender,
educational attainment, immigrant status, and geographic location so that the particular
needs of each group could be highlighted. Finally, we have used demographic projections
in order to estimate the well-being of the 2000 cohort in 2025, taking into account
expected changes in the immigrant, racial and ethnic composition of that cohort as well
as overall population growth.

Our key findings include the following:

No population group we studied has a corner on any particular social problem or set of
problems.

While we found a number of distinct patterns of difficulty in particular groups, and some
groups had more than their share, no group was free of problems. For example, more
than a third of all non-Hispanic whites failed to advance beyond a high school diploma.
While this is only one-half the rate of Hispanics, in absolute terms whites that fail to go to
college outnumber Hispanics and blacks combined. Even in the case of speaking English
less than very well, a problem that one might casually assume to be limited to the foreign
born, we found that 13 percent of native-born Hispanics have this problem.

Race/ethnicity groups have distinct patterns of challenges in the transition to adulthood.

With over 40 percent foreign born, the challenges facing young Hispanic adults as a
group are strongly shaped by the characteristics of most Hispanic immigrants: low
education, early childbearing, difficulties with the language, and a lack of civic
engagement, but also low rates of drug, alcohol and cigarette use, and high rates of
employment among the males.

The differences between native- and foreign-born young adults are many and often
dramatic. From a policy perspective it is important to understand the different needs of
these two groups. It is also important for those looking to the future to understand these
differences. Over the next 25 years, the proportion of young Hispanic adults who are
foreign born will shrink by one-half to about 21 percent. All else being equal, that trend
should produce some dramatic gains for young Hispanic adults in education, income, and
in greater levels of civic engagement. It may also have a downside in the form of greater
use of cigarettes, alcohol, and illicit drugs.
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Young black adults also face significant problems with early fertility and low educational
attainment, though to a lesser degree than Hispanics. However, that one in five young
black male adults is in prison or disengaged from schooling and employment, and the
ripple effects that has on black family formation and dependence, makes this a defining
fact for the black transition to adulthood. Health issues, including higher rates of STDs
and poorer general health relative to other groups, are also evident.

The socioeconomic struggles of young Native American adults are consistent across
outcomes and substantial. They have the highest rates of disengagement. Among the
native born they also have the lowest rates of high school completion. And, though they
are all citizens, they are only half as likely as white or black non-Hispanics to be
registered to vote.

While white non-Hispanic young adults are better off socioeconomically than all other
groups except Asians, they are numerous, and this is important where policy is
concerned. Even by 2025, they will be slightly more numerous than blacks, Hispanics,
and Native Americans combined. So, though there are less of them who struggle in
percentage terms relative other groups, in absolute numbers they may exceed the number
of minorities who are struggling for certain important outcomes. In other areas, such as
cigarette and drug use, white non-Hispanics have the most problems in percentage as well
as absolute terms. Among the poorly educated in this group, these problems are even
greater.

Young Asian adults are, by most measures of well-being, at or near the top. This is true
for educational attainment and earnings, and for all health-related measures with the
notable exception of cigarette smoking. Where young Asian adults are most likely to
struggle are the immigrant-related areas of language mastery and civic involvement.

Immigration has been and will continue to be a powerful force affecting outcomes for
young adults, though in different ways for different groups.

Immigration has been a driving force shaping the current well-being of young adults.
New immigrants are expected to account for over 60 percent of the population growth
among 25-year-olds between 2000 and 2025. Hispanic and Asian populations in this age
group are expected to increase by over 75 percent during that period, due in large part to
a combination of future and recent immigration.

Immigration does not affect these groups similarly, however. While Asian immigrants are
at least as highly educated as native-born Asians, Hispanic immigrants are much less well
educated than their native-born counterparts, and differ in other important ways described
above.

These two migration streams are also having very different impacts on well-being
measures for the population as a whole. For example, immigrants composed over 40
percent of all high school dropouts in the U.S. in 2000, and the vast majority of those
were Hispanic immigrants. This fact is crucial for anyone looking at simple bivariate
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relationships between high school dropout and other aspects of young adult well-being,
since it will be heavily affected.

The assets and the needs of young adults are not evenly distributed in space. Regional
and metropolitan differences are sometime quite large.

Notable differences in this regard include the large deficit of college educated young
adults in nonmetropolitan areas (50 percent lower than metropolitan areas), the higher
concentration of the college educated in the East, the very high percentage of young
adults in the West who do not speak English well, and the high percentage in the South
who have had children by age 25.

If we do nothing different between now and 20235, the absolute number of young adults
who are struggling will go up for most of the outcomes we have looked at, sometimes
substantially.

Due in large part to the expected 20 percent increase in the number of 25-year-olds
between 2000 and 2025, the absolute level of need among young adults can be expected
to increase between now and 2025, even in areas where the percentage of young adults
experiencing a particular problem is expected to drop. In areas where percentages are
projected to increase, such as receipt of public benefits, the absolute increase may reach a
third or higher.

Research and Data Recommendations

The descriptive portrait that we have offered in this paper points to a number of important
next steps for research and data development that can better inform child and youth
policies needed to improve adult outcomes for those who are growing up between now
and 2025.

The need for longitudinal research to link child and youth development to adult outcomes

Longitudinal research is needed to identify the personal and social factors in earlier
stages of development that are strong predictors of success or failure in the transition to
adulthood. Such analyses should include all of the stages preceding the transition from
infancy to early childhood, middle childhood, and adolescence. The identification of
early markers can lead to more effective targeting of early interventions, and a better
understanding of the social processes

Most research of this sort to date has focused on relating characteristics in adolescence
(about ages 12-17) to early fertility, educational attainment, and employment and
earnings outcomes. Less work has been done on other important outcomes such as
disengagement, going to prison, health, citizenship and civic involvement. Even less
work exists relating factors in early and middle childhood to adult outcomes. This is in
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part a data issue, as few longitudinal surveys start that early, and those that do often do
not follow their respondents into adulthood.

The NLSY-97 began interviewing youth in 1997 when they were 12 to 16, and data are
now available through age 21 for the oldest respondents. Respondents will be re-
interviewed annually until at least 2007 and probably for many years after that, providing
a rich data resource for identifying the personal and social factors in adolescence that
most influence key adult outcomes such as educational attainment, fertility, going to
prison, disengagement/disconnection, and voting behavior. While analyses of adult
outcomes at age 25 will have to wait for several years, analyses of early adult transitions
and behaviors are possible now.

The National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add-Health) should serve as an
excellent platform for linking key personal and social characteristics in adolescence to
early adult outcomes, especially health outcomes Data from the third wave, which
includes data on correspondents at ages 20 to 25, are now available for analysis.

The 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth — Child Supplement represents another
major resource for examining how early childhood and adolescent experiences translate
into outcomes among young adults. New babies are no longer being added to the sample;
but all babies born to women in the NLSY79 sample up through 2001 are being followed
into early adulthood. The unusual design of the study provides detailed information
about the mother herself as an adolescent, including some information about her parents
and the family in which she grew up. Most important, data were collected every other
year for nearly all of the children born to women in the study. This means that detailed
and prospective information are available for each child. Moreover, these data are
available for all children born to or adopted by a mother, so comparisons across children
who are siblings can be made. In addition, since the original NLSY79 sample included
many sisters, the sample includes many children who are cousins. These features allow
for the estimation of fixed effects models. The liability of the Child Supplement is that
the sample is not representative of contemporary children, but of children born to a
cohort of mothers. This means that the data cannot be used to describe the population.
However, because of the sampling structure, the older children in the sample are the
children who were born to teen mothers. These relatively disadvantaged families provide
an important analytic sample for studying the transition of at-risk children into adulthood.

Further descriptive work on the timing of immigration for particular cohorts.

Policy directed at improving outcomes for immigrants within a cohort must first
understand something about the inflow of those immigrants over time: what proportion
come with their parents when they are infants or in early childhood; what proportion
come as adolescents; and what proportion come as adults. The strategies for intervening
will be very different at these different ages for reasons related to developmental stage
and institutional opportunity. Such an analysis should be possible based on the model
used by the U.S. Census to produce their population projections. We recommend that this
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be done separately for Hispanics and Asians, as their patterns of inflow may differ
substantially.

Additional descriptive analyses of young adult outcomes for Hispanics, but separately for
foreign born and native born.

In this paper we have done a limited number of analyses looking separately at native-
and foreign-born young adults within the Hispanic population. Those analyses revealed
substantial differences between the two groups in education, work, family formation,
civic engagement, and even drug use. We recommend that a systematic comparison of
foreign-born and native-born adults be undertaken for both Hispanics and Asians in order
to better understand what may lay ahead as the proportion of these groups who are
foreign born shrinks dramatically between now and 2025.

Additional descriptive analyses that correct estimates of the characteristics of young
adults, especially males, accounting for the proportion that are in prison and the
military.

A lot of what we know about the characteristics of young adults we know from surveys
of the civilian, noninstitutional population. This is not much of a problem for young
women, since very few are in prison and relatively few are in the military. However, the
failure to account for young men who are in prison or the military is a shortcoming when
it comes to indicators of male well-being, and a major problem when it comes to black
men. Leaving such persons out of analyses that look at health outcomes or education
outcomes, as we have had to do for portions of this paper, creates something of a
distorted picture.

The 2000 decennial census is one of the few data sets that allow one to include those in
prison and those in the military in basic descriptive analyses. Census microdata that can
be used to support such analyses became available in Spring 2003. There are a lot of data
that it will not provide, but it does allow one to include those in prison, and to look at
selected characteristics like educational attainment.

One possible solution to this problem more generally would be to include those in prison
and the military in our general population surveys. If this is not practical, then a regularly
fielded survey of prison inmates and military personnel that provided parallel information
on health, socioeconomic background, and other outcomes of interest would allow
researchers to “adjust” the estimates generated from existing national surveys.

Sustain and support the American Community Survey.

The nation may be better served to the extent that the geography of politics and the
geography of need coincide when national policy is being formulated. One step in
making that happen is to assure that the distribution of need across the country is well
documented and readily available to lawmakers at the state and local levels. The U.S.
Census Bureau is poised to make a historic step in this direction with the American
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Community Survey. The survey is intended to eventually take the place of the Census
long-form data, containing a wealth of demographic and socioeconomic information. It is
a continuous survey that will produce accurate estimates at the state level and below each
year, and estimates down to the census tract level every five years. This survey was
scheduled to be fielded throughout the country in 2003, but full implementation has been
delayed due to funding shortages. The survey promises to provide data that are invaluable
for program and policy planning for children, young adults, and for the entire population.
It is vital that the survey be fully and stably funded.

Implications for Programs and Policies

Consulting the data should and does have multiple implications for developing better
programs and policies. One basic but often overlooked fact is that most young adults are
developing well. For virtually every outcome we examined, the majority are showing
success in the transition to adulthood. This suggests that sufficient resources should be
available to assist the minority of youth who are having problems.

A second implication that is often overlooked is the ongoing nature of the needs of teens
and young adults. Even if most are succeeding in the transition to adulthood, many are
not. Regrettably, the current emphasis on the importance of the early childhood years has
been, to some extent, at the expense of a program or policy focus on adolescents and
young adults.”” However, the data make it clear that significant minorities of the youth
population would benefit from some form of assistance.

One crucial type of assistance appears to be job training and support. Since welfare
reform, substantial resources have gone to help welfare recipients leave welfare and find
jobs. However, these programs are not meeting the needs of women who are not
mothers, mothers who are not welfare recipients and most men, both fathers and those
who are not fathers. This creates an unfortunate competition for resources among groups
that share many challenges. In addition, there is a shortage of effective strategies for
fostering economic independence and bringing low-skill workers into secure jobs that lift
them out of poverty. To address this issue, it is necessary to develop better models for
building skills, obtaining good jobs, helping workers retain jobs and advance, and
providing routes out of poverty. It is also necessary to make such assistance more widely
available.

Helping teens and young adults avoid early childbearing and single parenthood represents
another important task. While there is substantial recognition at the Federal level of the
importance of delaying early childbearing and avoiding non-marital childbearing, the
focus is on abstinence and marriage. While abstinence is an important strategy for
reducing the risk of sexually transmitted disease as well as unintended pregnancy, it
cannot be the only approach for young adults, most of who are sexually active. Similarly,

7 (Duncan, G. and Magnussen, K. (2003). Promoting the healthy development of young children. In Isabel
Sawhill, Ed., One Percent for the Kids: New Policies, Brighter Futures for America’s Children.
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution.
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while it is critical to encourage the formation and maintenance of healthy marriages,48
little is known about how to achieve this goal, particularly among disadvantaged
populations. Providing job training and education may represent important elements of
preventing early childbearing and encouraging healthy marriage. Again, developing
models for effective programs is critical. In particular, delaying parenthood past the teen
years and reducing subsequent childbearing remain concerns, given how early and high
fertility are linked with a more difficult transition to adulthood.

Another extremely high risk group is prisoners and former prisoners. Given the number
of young men, particularly young black males, who fall into this group and the
disadvantages that they face, it is clear that much more attention needs to be paid to job
training, education, social support and counseling for this population. Again, proven
models for meeting the needs of this group are in short supply.

The needs of rural youth represent another clear take-away point. While a large
proportion of the population has migrated to cities, and the focus of policy makers and
reformers has centered on urban areas, the needs of the remaining rural population remain
significant. These needs undoubtedly vary from place to place, however, and addressing
them will require flexible, place-based strategies that have adequate funding.

Similarly, the unique needs of Native Americans and Hispanic youth, particularly
Hispanic immigrant youth, require attention. Programs that build upon the strengths of
these communities and help them succeed in the 21st century need to be developed and
implemented.

It is the case, of course, that many or perhaps even most youth, even in these high-risk
groups, do not require unusual amounts of assistance through the transition to adulthood.
Accordingly, there is a need to develop better markers to identify adolescents who are
going to face major difficulties, so that scarce resources can be effectively and efficiently
deployed to assist those who need it most. These markers need to distinguish adolescents
who require modest interventions from those who face serious challenges, so that
appropriate levels and types of resources can be targeted to those adolescents who are
having or who will have difficulty making the transition into adulthood.

If we do nothing different, the social and financial costs associated with poor outcomes
for adults will continue to climb as the population increases. In the case of dependence on
social support programs, we project that the costs are likely to outpace population
growth. If we are going to improve the lives of young adults in 2025, and reduce the
social costs associated with poor outcomes, we have the opportunity to start now, while
they are still young.

* Moore, Kristin A., Susan M. Jekielek and Carol Emig. 2002. Marriage from a Child's Perspective: How
Does Family Structure Affect Children, and What Can We Do about it? Washington, D.C.: Child Trends.
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Figure 1 Population Distribution of 25 Year-Olds, by Race and

Hispanic Origin, 2000 and 2025
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Figure 2

Percentage of 25-Year-Olds Who are Foreign-Born,
by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2000 and 2025
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Figure 3

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Who Failed to Graduate from High

School, by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2000
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Figure 4

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Who Have Ever Been Married,’
100.0 by Educational Attainment, 2002
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Figure 5

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Who Have Ever Been Married,’

by Region, 2002
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Figure 6

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 23-27) Who Have Ever Had a Child,
by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2000
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Figure 7

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Who Are Not Married and Do Not Have

Children Living With Them, by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2002
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Figure 8

Percentage of 25 Year-Olds Who Worked' in 2001, By Gender
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Figure 9

Percentage of Young Women Who Worked in 2001,
by Race and Hispanic Origin
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Figure 10
Median Earnings of Young Adult Workers (Ages 24-26) in the Previous Year,

by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2002
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Figure 11 Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 23-27) Who Are Disengaged,’

by Metropolitan Status’ and Gender, 2000
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Figure 12
Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Whose Household Received Public

Assistance, by Type of Assistance and
Educational Attainment, 2001
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Figure 13

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Whose Households Received Public
Assistance, by Type of Assistance and
Race and Hispanic Origin, 2001
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Figure 14

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Whose Households Received Public

Assistance, by Type of Assistance
and Metropolitan Status, 2001
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Figure 15

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Who Voted in the

2000 Election, by Race and Hispanic Origin
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Figure 16

Percentage of Young Adults (Ages 24-26) Who Were Registered to Vote in the

2000 Election, by Race and Hispanic Origin
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Figure 17

Percentage of 25 Year-Olds Who Worked in 2001,

by Gender and Nativity
100.0

88.1

O Foreign Born
B Not Foreign Born

84.2

80.0

60.0

Percent

40.0 -

20.0 -

0.0 -

Total

Male
Source: Original analysis by Child Trends of March 2002 Current Population Survey data

Female





































