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Where Do 
Young Adults Work?
by Tom Allison and Konrad Mugglestone of Young Invincibles

The great recession hit young workers hard, leaving roughly five million young adults 
unemployed1 five years after the downturn officially ended. However, nearly 50 million 
Millennials (young adults aged 18 to 34)2  are currently working across the nation, compris-
ing a third of the workforce today. Eventually, that will grow to half by 2020.3 Where young 
people work and how their earnings have fared since the economic downturn have enormous 
implications for our economy’s future. 

In some states, most Millennials work in sectors with real wage growth, such as healthcare, 
while other common jobs in the service industry fail to provide reliable income that our gen-
eration desperately needs. Below is a snapshot of the present economic landscape for Amer-
ica’s young working adults, illustrating where our generation works by sector and geography 
as well as how the most popular sectors have fared since the economic downturn.

Key Findings
• Younger Millennials (18 to 24 year-olds) predominantly work in service industries: leisure 

and hospitality or retail and wholesale.  
• Median wages have declined or remained unchanged in the last decade in four out of the 

top five industry sectors employing 18 to 24 year-olds.  
• Older Millennials (25 to 35 year-olds) work in a diverse set of jobs, largely driven by ge-

ography.
• Health care is the only sector out of the top five most popular sectors to pay Millennials 

a higher median wage than 10 years ago -- $30,000 per year for older Millennials.  It is 
already the most popular sector for older Millennials in 16 states, and is expected to con-
tinue growing.

• Manufacturing is a surprisingly popular sector for Millennial workers. It is the largest sec-
tor in nine states, and the median wage in this sector has nearly recovered from the reces-
sion.

The following analysis uses data from the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey.4 We 
calculated which sector employs the greatest number of Millennial workers by state to try to 
identify geographic trends. We also stratified Millennial workers by age, examining job trends 
among our peers, ages 18 to 24 and 25 to 34, respectively, to explore differences both within 
and between those age groups. The data has important policy implications for our education 
system. 
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Where Younger Millennials Work (18 to 24 year-olds)

As our first map shows, 18 to 24 year-olds are most likely to work in the leisure and hospitali-
ty or retail and wholesale sectors in every state in the country. Numerous factors explain this: 
for one, many of these workers are also in school. In recent years, young adults have enrolled 
in college at historically high levels, with over 40 percent of 18 to 24 year-olds currently en-
rolled in institutions across the country.5 At the same time, student workers and young adults 
who choose to move directly to the work force instead of attend college will likely work in 
lower-skilled positions that do not require advanced training or a postsecondary degree. 
Hospitality and retail represent 22.9 percent and 21.5 percent of the 18 to 24 year-old labor 
force, respectively, encompassing those who work in shops, supermarkets, fast food chains, 
restaurants, and hotels. As this map shows, there is no clear geographic pattern, likely due to 
the importance of these sectors to every state’s economy. 

 
	  

The top five sectors employing 18 to 24 year-olds (Figure 1) represent the first jobs of nearly 
70 percent of America’s young adults. Unfortunately, for most of these sectors, median wag-
es have stagnated or decreased over the past 10 years through the recession and subsequent 
recovery. As demonstrated in Figure 1, after adjustment for inflation, median wages have 
declined or remained unchanged in four out of the top five industry sectors employing 18 to 
24 year-olds. Worse, in retail and wholesale -- one of the two sectors employing the greatest 
number of young Millennials -- workers have faced significant pay drops. These workers saw 
a decrease of $2,000 per year, compared to what they would have brought home a decade 
ago. These funds would have gone a long way toward paying for rising college costs and living 
expenses.
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Where Older Millennials Work (25 to 34 year-olds)

The workforce for older Millennials, aged 25 to 34, is more complex and diverse (shown in 
Figure 2 and the following map). Retail and wholesale is the largest sector nationally, and is 
the strongest sector across many states in the Southwest and Southeast, including Texas. 
The healthcare sector employs the greatest number of older Millennials across much of the 
Northeast and across into the Midwest and Pacific Northwest, and is the second largest sec-
tor nationally. Manufacturing, the fifth largest sector for older Millennials, is important to 
several state economies in the historically manufacturing-centered Midwest and the grow-
ing Southeast.
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Beyond these broader trends, a few states stand out. Massachusetts, home to many colleges 
and universities, employs more older Millennials in education than any other sector. Wyo-
ming, a resource rich mountain state, is the only state to employ more Millennials in mining 
and forestry than any other sector. And a few states, including historically entrepreneurial 
states like California and Colorado, employ many 25 to 34 year-olds in professional and busi-
ness settings. 

 

Unfortunately, the recession has impacted the wages of older Millennials just as it did young-
er workers (Figure 2). Among the top five sectors for 25 to 34 year-olds, after adjusting for 
inflation, median wages decreased dramatically among those working low-skill jobs, such as 
those found in the retail and leisure and hospitality sectors. The professional and business 
sector, unsurprisingly, experienced some volatility, but ended approximately where it began, 
and the manufacturing sector also saw some decline in median wages, but has rebounded in 
the recovery.

Healthcare
Of the top five sectors, only the healthcare sector has experienced a significant rise in in-
come. The sector is also creating jobs - a good sign for Millennial workers. The healthcare 
sector saw a double-digit increase in the employment of 18 to 34 year-olds between 2004 
and 2013,6 mostly because Baby Boomers working in the sector were ageing and retiring, 
resulting in a shortage of medical personnel. The flipside of that same coin is the overall in-
crease of retirees, raising demand for healthcare services, making professions in this sector 
more desirable and driving up wages.7
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Manufacturing
The sector that pays the highest salaries among the most popular is manufacturing, and it is 
an important sector for Millennials, especially in the South. Low tax rates, generous incentive 
packages, and a hostile environment for labor organizations have attracted new factories to 
the South.8 Many manufacturing jobs require skills that may come from a technical college, 
certification program, or another training pathway. 

Policy Implications
The trends above have important implications for education policy. America’s economy de-
pends on young adult workers having opportunities for economic success, good wages, and 
room for growth now and in the future. By some estimates, 65 percent of jobs will require a 
post-secondary degree by 2020, and this country is falling far short of that goal.9 Furthermore, 
between 2007 and 2013, employers hired more workers with post-secondary education in 
virtually all sectors and occupations.10 Beyond the economics, workers with post-secondary 
degrees are more satisfied with their jobs than those a high school diploma.11 Despite being 
the most educated generation in history, the U.S, still fails to produce enough college-educat-
ed adults to meet demand.

However, simply producing more graduates with post-secondary credentials will not be 
enough. In order to ensure degrees confer economic opportunities, we must make higher ed-
ucation not only more accessible, affordable, but also better-aligned to the workforce. That 
means ensuring that students can attain degrees in growing fields with well-paid jobs. To in-
crease access and success in higher education and beyond, Young Invincibles recommends a 
number of policy solutions:

• Give students and families the best information (in the best format) to help them make 
good decisions about where to go to college, how to pay for it, and how that education 
relates to high-demand fields in the workforce. 

• Increase the number of registered apprenticeship positions nationwide and publicize 
these programs as a solid career pathway for success, particularly in growing fields. 

• Boost the Pell grant to match the true cost of college and index it to inflation.
• Hold institutions accountable so that degrees lead to quality jobs.
• Increase the number of high school counselors that focus on financial aid literacy and ca-

reer success to better prepare students for college and the workforce. 

Conclusion
This early analysis shows that many young adults have found work in sectors where median 
wages are declining. This will almost certainly have lasting effects on our economy. In ad-
dition to declining wages in some sectors, research has shown that Millennials are staying 
with their employers for a longer time than previous generations did at the same age, locking 
them into lower wage positions.12 While these early-career positions are vital for job training, 
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decreased job mobility may also reduce opportunities for wage growth in our generation, re-
pressing incomes for years to come.13 Commonsense workforce training programs and bet-
ter alignment between the workforce and education may help to ameliorate these trends, 
driving young adults into more secure, higher-paying positions.
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