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YOUTH SUMMER EMPLOYMENT

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Bagging groceries.  Cleaning tables.  The fast food drive-thru window.

While summer jobs for kids rarely are glorious, they often are golden.  But how much gold is available for teens in this summer's job market?

Not much if recent trends continue.  According to the Center for Labor Market Studies (CLMS) at Northeastern University, teen participation in the nation's summer labor market has been declining for the last two decades.  In 1989, 57 percent of the nation's interested teenagers had a summer job.  Last year, only one-third were employed during the summer months.  That's the lowest percentage in 60 years.

Several reasons explain this drop in youth summer employment.  According to CLMS, "Increased job competition from newer immigrants, older workers (55 and older), older college students home for the summer, and young college graduates unable to obtain jobs in their chosen field of study have reduced teen employment prospects to a considerable degree."
And then there is the current economic recession that has increased Indiana's overall unemployment rate to 10 percent.  In the midst of this economic downturn, a national survey of hiring managers by SnagAJob.com found that nearly half will not be looking to fill seasonal, summer positions.

Shawn Boyer, CEO of SnagAJob.com told Reuters, "We'd be leading teens astray if we told them anything other than the fact that it will be a very tough summer for high school and college students to find seasonal jobs."
Yet teenagers do want to work.  CLMS notes that last summer's teen unemployment rate, based on the number of teens who looked but could not find a job, was 21 percent, up from 14 percent in 2000.

"Many of these teens would be willing to accept jobs if they were offered to them,” CLMS concludes. “The large number of teen applicants for summer 2008 job programs in large cities provides direct evidence of the desire of many teens to be employed.”
Whether or not a teen has a summer job, CLMS found, is influenced by the teen's family structure and household income.  Teens who live with both married parents in a household where at least one parent works are more likely to be employed during the summer.  

Also, as household income goes up, so does the likelihood that the teenagers in that house will have a summer job.  Teens in lower-income families are less likely to obtain summer employment.

The consequences for low-income teens stretch beyond one idle summer.  According to CLMS, "Their high levels of joblessness in their teen years will exacerbate their difficulties in transitioning to the career labor market in their late teens and early twenties and reduce their future wage and earnings potential.  Teens, especially economically disadvantaged teens, with no paid employment during the high school years, also are more likely to drop out of high school, become involved with the criminal justice system, and to become pregnant."
The recent federal stimulus package includes $24 million for Indiana to provide summer jobs to low-income Hoosiers between the ages of 16 and 24.  In Indianapolis, $3.6 million will be available to hire 575 teens and young adults to work for private sector employers while also increasing their levels of educational attainment and work readiness skills (www.ipic.org).

The state's other 91 counties will have employment opportunities through the Young Hoosiers Conservation Corps (www.in.gov/yhcc). Working with the Department of Natural Resources, approximately 2,000 jobs will be available to improve Indiana's parks, trails and natural habitats.

The potential benefits from these and other employment opportunities are significant.  According to a compilation of research by Child Trends, "Work experience helps young people become personally and socially mature.  Employment…is associated with positive outcomes six to nine years later.  The benefits include higher annual earnings, greater likelihood of receiving fringe benefits, and higher status occupations."
As summer approaches, Boyer of SnagAJob.com offers encouragement.  "Teens should not give up hope," Boyer told Reuters.  "Instead, they and their parents should go into the summer job hunt with their eyes wide open – casting the net very wide, applying as soon as possible and accepting a job for the experience as much as the paycheck."
Interestingly, one industry that still could be hiring is fast food.  Proving yet again that the drive-thru window often can be a teenager’s first opening toward economic opportunity.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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(Note to editors: IYI provides members of the media free data research and information on sources for stories on youth issues. To access this service or to arrange an interview with IYI President and CEO Bill Stanczykiewicz, please contact Glenn Augustine, vice president—communications at 800-343-7060, 317-396-2734 or gaugustine@iyi.org.)
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