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SKILLS ACROSS GENERATIONS: 
THE REALITIES OF YOUNGER  
AND OLDER WORKERS

T
he age composition of the U.S. workforce is shifting dramatically, 

with 38 million younger workers (ages 16–24) and 118 million older 

workers (50 and above) driving economic activity. Both age groups 

face distinct challenges that require tailored policy solutions to 

unlock their full potential and address critical labor shortages. Younger 

workers are navigating a period of discovery and growth, but may face 

barriers to securing quality jobs, career pathways, and training opportunities 

that allow them to contribute fully to the workforce. Many older workers 

contend with financial insecurity, age bias in employment, and unsupportive 

workplaces. Both groups share challenges like age discrimination, limited 

training access, and workplace inflexibility that require policy action to 

address workforce shortages and maximize talent.

Recognizing the economic potential of supporting workers, this issue brief 

presents a statistical overview of younger and older workers, and highlights 

key employment barriers they encounter as well as the opportunities 

they present. It also calls on policymakers to support a multigenerational 

workforce that benefits all of us, ensuring that every person in America has 

access to skills training, good jobs, and economic prosperity.



THE REALITIES OF 
YOUNGER AND OLDER 
WORKERS

Younger and older workers comprise 
critical segments of the workforce.  
In 2024, 38 million Americans were aged 
16–24, with very modest growth to 39 
million projected by 2040.2 Meanwhile, 
one in ten young people is neither 
working nor in school and they need 
opportunities to plug into education 
and the labor market.3 The population 
aged 50 and over has surged from 
102 million in 2014 to 118 million today, 
with a projected increase to 132 million 
by 2040—or more than one in three 
workers.4 This shift is driven by two key 
factors: the aging of the sizable Baby 
Boomer generation and increasing life 
expectancy.

Young workers are in a critical stage 
of career development, seeking 
opportunities to gain experience and 
build long-term careers. Investing in early 
career pathways can help them plug into 
the workforce. At the same time, older 
workers bring decades of experience 
and leadership to industries that need 
skilled talent. While many choose to work 
longer, others remain in the workforce 
due to systemic factors such as a lifetime 

of low wages, limited retirement savings, 

and age-related barriers in hiring and 

promotion. Expanding career options and 

addressing these structural challenges 

can ensure they have meaningful, 

financially secure employment. 

Black and Latino younger and older 

workers often face compounded 

challenges due to systemic discrimination 

and economic inequities. Black, 

Indigenous, and Latino young people 

experience higher rates of disconnection 

from school and work than white and 

Asian young people. Meanwhile, young 

people living in rural areas experience 

higher rates of disconnection than their 

counterparts in urban and suburban 

areas.5 

On the other end of the age spectrum, 

a study investigating how older 

women and people of color leave the 

workforce (through retirement, work 

disability, or death) found that Black 

and Hispanic women are more likely 

than white women to experience work 

disability. This disparity results from 

lifelong disadvantages in areas such as 

education, job opportunities, income, 

wealth, health, and marital status—factors 

that significantly influence retirement 

outcomes.6

DID YOU KNOW?

Participating in Jewish Vocational Service’s 

CareerWorks Medical Assistant training program 

gave me confidence in myself and taught me new 

skills—from learning how to turn on a computer 

to standing in front of a group and speaking. 

The program provided essentials like glasses, 

interview clothing, and resume help, and it taught 

me how to believe in myself and not be afraid to 

ask questions. Because of the program, I’ve built a 

career, established relationships with mentors and peers, and strengthened 

relationships with my family. I’ve now been on my job for more than nine years, 

and I’m able to provide for myself and my family. 

Denise Thomas, a 50+ professional thriving in the health care field

6 IN 10 OF THOSE  

OVER 50 REPORT THAT  

THEY ARE WILLING TO  

LEARN NEW SKILLS 

IF REQUIRED BY THEIR 

EMPLOYER.7 

OVER 21% OF  

YOUNG WORKERS  

ARE UNDEREMPLOYED— 

WORKING PART-TIME  

OR IN ROLES BELOW  

THEIR SKILL LEVEL.8 

ONE IN TEN  

YOUNG PEOPLE IS  

NEITHER WORKING  

NOR IN SCHOOL9
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DID YOU KNOW?
WHAT’S HOLDING 
YOUNGER AND OLDER 
WORKERS BACK?

Young people are looking to build 
their careers, yet many face systemic 
barriers to doing so. Investing in 
inclusive workforce policies and 
practices—such as apprenticeship 
and work-based learning, affordable 
postsecondary training, and supportive 
services—ensures they can build strong 
career pathways. 

Older workers bring valuable experience 
and institutional knowledge, yet 
outdated workplace policies and hiring 
practices can limit their opportunities. 
Many older workers remain in low-
wage jobs with inadequate benefits, 
while others are financially secure but 
one health crisis away from poverty.10  
Ensuring workplaces become age-
inclusive benefits both workers and 
employers. A 2024 study revealed that 
nearly 6 million workers aged 40 and 
over believe they have experienced 
age discrimination in the workplace, 
with half fearing that their age would 
be a disadvantage when seeking a job 
today.11 In fact, AARP estimates age 
discrimination costs the U.S. economy 
$850 billion annually, a figure projected 
to rise to nearly $4 trillion by 2050.12

Expanding flexible work options, lifelong 
learning opportunities, and supportive 
services can help older workers continue 
to contribute their skills while balancing 
health and caregiving responsibilities. 

By advancing policies that foster a 
multigenerational workforce, we can 
build a resilient economy that meets 
today’s demands while ensuring equitable 
access to skills training, quality jobs, and 
supportive services—creating opportunities 
for workers of all ages to thrive.

5%

12%

Investing in our younger and older workers by 

supporting their unique needs and creating 

lifelong learning and upskilling opportunities is 

critical for the success of our company and our 

industry.

Jason Mann, Business Development, Howard Companies

Attending Georgia Building Trades 

Academy’s YouthBuild program 

changed my life by helping me 

develop time management and 

communication skills while 

working with others. I met people 

who were all trying to better 

themselves, just like me, and 

we became like family—always 

having each other’s backs. Most 

importantly, GABTA gave me the 

support I needed and helped me 

land a good-paying job that’s 

allowing me to build a better 

future for myself. 

Vondre Westbrook, a young 
professional thriving in the 
construction field

FROM 2000 TO 2023,  

REAL WAGES FOR WORKERS 

AGED 16 TO 24 GREW  

BY ONLY 5%, COMPARED 

TO 12% FOR ALL OTHER  

AGE GROUPS.13 

9 OUT OF 10 OF WORKERS 

AGED 50 AND OLDER  

BELIEVE AGEISM IS COMMON 

IN THE WORKPLACE.14 

YOUNG 
WORKERS

ALL OTHER 
AGE GROUPS

25% OF WORKERS  

50 AND OLDER HAVE  

HEARD NEGATIVE 

COMMENTS ABOUT AN  

OLDER COWORKER’S AGE.15 

25%
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AGED 

50 AND 
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OLDER WORKERS FACING 
NEGATIVE COMMENTS



ENDNOTES
1 Unruh, Rachel. 2024. Public Perspectives: A National Skills Coalition Series on Jobs, Skills Training and the Economy. Washington, DC: 

National Skills Coalition. https://nationalskillscoalition.org/public-perspectives/.

2 United States Census Bureau. 2014. “2014 National Population Projections Tables.” Accessed January 2, 2025. https://www.census.
gov/data/tables/2014/demo/popproj/2014-summary-tables.html.

3 Youth Not Attending School and not Working By Age Group in United States, Kids Count Data Center, The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/9292-youth-not-attendingschool-and-not-working-by-age-group#detailed/1/any/false/1729,37, 
871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133/4121,4122,4123/18399,18400.

4 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2017. “Projections of the Labor Force, 2016-2026.” Accessed January 2, 2025. https://www.bls.gov/
careeroutlook/2017/article/projections-laborforce.htm.

5 Kristen Lewis, “A Disrupted Year: How the Arrival of COVID-19 Affected Youth Disconnection,” Measure of America, March 2022, 
https://ssrc-static.s3.us-east-1.amazonaws.com/moa/ADisruptedYear.pdf.

6 Brown, Tyson and David Warner. 2019. “ Divergent Pathways? Racial/Ethnic Differences in Older Women’s Labor Force Withdrawal.”  
J Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci. 2008 May;63(3):S122-34. doi: 10.1093/geronb/63.3.s122.

7 Choi-Allum, Lona. Job Reskilling and Upskilling Among the 50+. Washington, DC: AARP Research, April 2022, February 2023, 
September 2023. https://doi.org/10.26419/res.00543.001.

8 Golden, Lonnie and Jaeseung Kim. 2020. The Involuntary Part-time Work and Underemployment Problem in the U.S. Washington, 
DC: The Center for Law and Social Policy. https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/involuntary-part-time-work-and-
underemployment-problem-us/.

9 Youth Not Attending School and not Working By Age Group in United States, Kids Count Data Center, The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/9292-youth-not-attendingschool-and-not-working-by-age-group#detailed/1/any/false/1729,37, 
871,870,573,869,36,868,867,133/4121,4122,4123/18399,18400.

10 Espinoza, Robert and Leanne Clark-Shirley. 2024. “Why Aren’t Older Workers an Election Issue?” Next Avenue, July 12. 2024.Accessed 
January 2, 2025. https://www.nextavenue.org/why-arent-older-workers-an-election-issue-2/.

11 SeniorLiving.org. 2024. “Though Age Discrimination Charges Are Decreasing, Half of Workers Over 40 Feel Their Age Would Be a 
Hurdle in Job Search.” Accessed January 2, 2025. https://www.seniorliving.org/research/age-discrimination-annual-study/2022/.

12 AARP Research. 2020. The Economic Impact of Age Discrimination. Washington, DC: AARP. https://doi.org/10.26419/
int.00042.003. 

13 Gould, Elise and Katherine deCourcy. 2024. Fastest Wage Growth over the Last Four Years Among Historically Disadvantaged Groups. 
Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. https://www.epi.org/publication/swa-wages-2023/.

14 Choi-Allum, Lona. Age Discrimination Among Workers Age 50-Plus. Washington, DC: AARP Research, July 2022/January 2024. 
https://doi.org/10.26419/res.00545.001. 

15 Choi-Allum, Lona. Age Discrimination Among Workers Age 50-Plus. Washington, DC: AARP Research, July 2022/January 2024. 
https://doi.org/10.26419/res.00545.001.

1250 Connecticut Ave NW, Suite 200
Washington, DC 20036

National Skills Coalition (NSC) is a national coalition that works to meet the ever-changing needs of  
America’s workforce. We organize diverse networks that help to change the conversation about work and advocate  

for workforce-strengthening policies so that more working people have access to a better life, local businesses  
around the country see sustained growth, and more communities experience prosperity. 
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