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The unemployment rate of young adults living with serious mental health conditions (SMHCs) is appallingly high
when compared to young adults with other disabilities and even worse compared to young adults without disabilities.
Approximately 91% of young adults with SMHCs are employed at some time since high school, while only 49.6% were
employed 8 years after high school, a rate that is signiﬁcantly lower than that of the general population.1 Traditionally
employment research has focused on only mental health conditions related to employment, but there is more to it.

OTHER BARRIERS

People living with a mental health condition are a varied population with diverse backgrounds.2 There are some obvious
barriers for these individuals when it comes to employment, such as the length and severity of the psychiatric disability,
lack of access to mental health treatment, educational opportunities, lack of work experience, as well as perceived prejudice
and discrimination. However, when it comes to employment specifically among young adults with SMHCs, recent research
shows that these barriers are not the only factors at play. Sociodemographic factors such as gender, race, level of education,
place of residence, and social capital are also critical influences in determining employment outcomes. Taking into
account not only mental health determinants, but also indicators of social and demographic inequalities, is an example of
intersectional research.
Intersectional research considers all aspects of one’s identity and social status as key acting forces. In order to improve
vocational employment services for young adults living with SMHCs, we must take into account all aspects that can impact
employment readiness and employability. A broader way of looking at unemployment among young adults affected by
mental health conditions is needed that examines the following sociodemographic and social factors: race and gender, level
of education, place of residence, and whether a young adult is actively looking for work.

RACE AND GENDER
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As pictured in the above graph, U.S. employment differences based on race are large overall and are even larger for young
males. The Bureau of Labor Statistics has found that being a Black or Hispanic male significantly reduces the probability
of employment. These data are confirmed from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY97), indicating that
across all ages, White youth are more likely to be employed than their Black or Hispanic counterparts.4 Black males
between the ages of 20 and 24 constitute the category with the highest rate of unemployment, closely followed by their
Hispanic peers.4
Not having a job as a young adult also has later repercussions. Research shows that racial gaps in employment that are
present in the early teen years seem to continue into adulthood and, that this prevalence is again higher among Black and
Hispanic young adults compared to White or Asian young adults.

EDUCATION

Education is another critical factor in a young adult’s employability. Statistics show that individuals with a higher level of
education have much higher chances to be employed at a higher income.5
Looking closely at who enrolls in advanced/postsecondary education, there are striking gaps of social inequality that
compound inequalities due to disability.6 For example in 2015 only 16.7% of students with a disability completed college or
more, while 34.9% of students without a disability completed college or more.7 Eighty-one percent of 18 to 24 year old young
adults from families with high income levels are enrolled in postsecondary education compared to only 45% of their peers
coming from families with low income levels.6 Similar trends exist when it comes to race as indicated in the graph below: the
percentage of Hispanic or Black young adults who completed an advanced degree is almost five times lower, compared to
Asians who are higher in the rank.
These data demonstrate that education – a main predictor of employability – should be considered when it comes to
developing interventions to improve young adult employability.
U.S. Educational Attainment by Race (2015)

PLACE OF RESIDENCE

A number of studies have found that
where you live—and especially the
immediate neighborhood— affects the
proximity to jobs and whether a young
adult begins working or not.8 Living
in a poor neighborhood is linked to
a variety of negative conditions such
as higher crime rates, failing schools,
and fewer job opportunities, especially
job opportunities that can lead to
fulfilling careers.9 Neighborhoods with
concentrated poverty are consistently
cut off from social networks that help
people find jobs and advance their
careers. Factors such as racial and
geographical discrimination (e.g.,
when employers don’t hire people
from a specific area) makes access to
employment even more difficult.10
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Differences between employment opportunities and trends in urban and rural locations must be considered. Notably, rural
areas have higher poverty rates than urban areas, lower levels of educational attainment, and still have not reached prerecession levels of employment.11 All of these factors taken together create a vicious circle of poor quality education, fewer
career opportunities, and a resulting lack of economic mobility.10

LOOKING FOR A JOB
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has also been a decrease in
labor force participation for
20-24 year-olds. In 1992, 77.1% of 20-24 year-olds were looking for a job, while in 2016 only 69.9% were looking for work.
The drastic decrease in young adult interest in looking for employment may likely impact their ability to find work in later
adulthood, regardless of also having a serious mental health condition.

CONCLUSION

The high unemployment among young adults with SMHCs should not only be attributed to their mental health conditions.
Such a reductive approach ignores the fact that these mental health factors also interact with socio-demographic factors that
also influence employment outcomes. Future mental health services research should take an intersectional approach – where,
in addition to looking at mental health condition factors, other indicators of social and demographic inequalities are also
taken into account. We can only move towards closing inequality gaps and developing effective interventions by objectively
evaluating all of these factors that affect employment among young adults with serious mental health conditions.
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