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In January of this year, the Census Bureau released the 2015 Public Use Microdata Area 
(PUMA) data. The 2011-2015 version of this data was used to determine the count and some 
characteristics of opportunity youth in the Roadmap Project region. This edition of Insights will 
focus on work characteristics of opportunity youth in the region.  
 
Key Takeaways 
 

● Two-thirds of opportunity youth were not in the labor force according to 2011-2015 
Census PUMA data. 

● One-third of opportunity youth had some work experience within the last year based on 
2011-2015 Census PUMA data. 

● Seven in ten job vacancies requiring previous work experience were reported as difficult 
to fill in Oregon in 2016. 

 
The following sections provide a deeper analysis of the data and are designed to inform the 
100K Opportunities work moving forward. 
 
Two-thirds of Opportunity Youth are not in the Labor Force 
 
Two-thirds of opportunity youth (11,543 youth) in the Road Map region are not in the labor force. 
This means they do not currently have a job and have made no specific efforts to get one within 
the last four weeks. This is in contrast to those who are unemployed which is defined as not 
working but have looked for a job within the last four weeks. However, this does not mean that 
those youth not in the labor force do not want a job. If we apply the national share of youth who 
want a job but aren’t in the labor force to our local counts, about 1,550 opportunity youth who 
aren’t in the labor force currently want a job.  

 



The low labor-force participation rate is not entirely unexpected. There has been a decades-long 
declining trend for labor force participation rate among youth, from 66 percent in 1994 in 
Washington State down to 54 in 2014 and a projected 49 percent in 2024.  
 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics compiles reasons why people aren’t in the labor force. In May 
2017, 87 percent of people not in the labor force between ages 16-24 did not want a job at the 
time. For this young demographic, school was the most frequent reason given. The second 
most commonly cited reason was home responsibilities, which includes child rearing. The 
Washington State Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) report on opportunity 
youth found that having a child was a strong risk factor for becoming an opportunity youth. 
 
One-third of Opportunity Youth Have Work Experience Within the Last Year 
 
Of the 17,228 opportunity youth in South Seattle/King County, one-third had wage income within 
the last 12 months. This indicates that a minimum of a third of OY have prior work experience 
and the share may be higher if they had work experience more than a year prior but none within 
the last 12 months.  
 
In the previous edition of Insight, we learned that 78 percent of opportunity youth had a high 
school or equivalent credential. Over one-fourth have both a high school credential and work 
experience within the last year. Only 17 percent have neither a high school credential nor work 
experience within the last year. 
 
A report from the Oregon Employment Department revealed that 69 percent of jobs requiring a 
high school diploma were reported by employers as difficult to fill in Portland* in 2016. About 
two-thirds of vacancies requiring previous experience in Oregon* were difficult to fill in 2016. 
The most commonly cited reasons for why jobs were difficult to fill were a lack of applicants and 
a lack of qualified candidates. The shortage in labor supply can be filled in many instances by 
the pool of above mentioned opportunity youth who have prior work experience, a high school 
credential, or both. 
* Portland/Oregon used as a proxy for Seattle/Washington since recent Seattle/Washington data is unavailable 
 

Moving Forward 
 
Here are some implications for the 100,000 Opportunities Initiative Operating Plan stemming 
from this analysis. 

 
● Given the low labor-force participation rate among opportunity youth and the position 

of household responsibilities as a top reason for not wanting a job, helping young 
families connect with resources to find affordable childcare could help incentivize 
some opportunity youth to rejoin the labor force. This might be accomplished through 
community-based organizations or through the workplace. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/static.educurious.org/docs/100KInsightVol4.pdf


 
● There is a large pool of opportunity youth who have prior work experience, and many 

of those also have high school credentials. The candidate pool for many job vacancies 
is small. We must work to more-effectively communicate to employer partners about 
the talent pool with experience and credentials within the opportunity youth population. 

 


