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22-year-old Tanya1 spent months saving 
up to afford the four weeks off work she 
needs to complete her unpaid externship at 
the local hospital. Most days, Tanya works 
10am-6pm in the childcare industry and then 
completes her medical assistant classes 
online, all while caring for her 5-month-old 
daughter and supporting her 17-year-old 
sister. Like many other young adults, Tanya 
struggles to make ends meet and support 
her growing family while pursuing her career 
goals. To be economically secure, for Tanya, 
“means that bills are paid on time and you 
still have extra.” Having a little extra would 
allow her to take her daughter on trips once 
or twice a year and participate in activities, 
which she knows from her experience 
working in childcare are critical to children’s 
development.2 At the end of the day, she 
wants to ensure that her daughter is “fully 
experiencing life like any other child.” 

Like Tanya, millions of young adults between 
the ages of 18 and 253 are in a critical 
transition period of significant change 
and substantial promise—setting up their 
career paths, establishing families of their 
own, and navigating newfound financial 
responsibilities.4 Young adults are attending 
college, pursuing vocational training, 
contributing to local economies, caring for 
parents or older family members, acting as 
role models to their younger family members, 
having children, and participating in the 
democratic process.5 At this point in their 
lives, many young adults have already been 
holding tremendous caregiving, financial, 

*All names shared in this report have been changed to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the caregivers, 
providers, and stakeholders who interviewed with CSSP. 

and other responsibilities. The resilience, 
social connections, self-awareness, and 
social-emotional competence that young 
adults develop during this period provide 
the foundation for forging their identities 
and making decisions about who they want 
to be in the world.6 

A prosperous society depends on ensuring 
that all young people can pursue their goals 
and thrive, and so it is crucial to invest in this 
moment both to make sure young people 
have what they need to thrive and to support 
their contributions to the lives of their 
families and communities. However, many 
young adults—whose earnings are typically 
low in this period—have trouble meeting 
basic needs and face systemic barriers 
and discrimination that exclude them from 
crucial resources and supports. Compared 
to previous generations, young adults today 
live in a world with heightened instability, 
lower social mobility, and greater economic 
inequality.7 Over half of all 18-24-year-olds 
have incomes below 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level.8

While some young adults continue 
to receive support from family and 
intergenerational wealth as they grow older, 
others, especially young adults of color, 
have been disadvantaged by consistent 
disinvestment in their communities and 
historical and present-day exclusion from 
wealth-building opportunities. For example, 
the 2015 overall median net worth of 
young adult households was $29,000. But 
White 18–25-year-olds held 16 times the 
wealth of their Black peers—$46,000 and 
$2,900, respectively.9,10 Not only does such 
economic insecurity and inequality harm 
the health and well-being of young adults, 

INTRODUCTION
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especially Black, Indigenous, Latinx and 
other young adults of color, and limit their 
educational and career opportunities, there 
are effects that compound over a lifetime. 
Widespread economic insecurity harms 
the health and well-being of a generation, 
can perpetuate intergenerational cycles of 
inequality, and constitutes a major barrier to 
a thriving society.

Given the growth that young adults 
experience, policy can have tremendous 
impact on the trajectory of a young person’s 
life and on that of a generation of community 
members, citizens, and leaders. Policies and 
programs—and the systems that administer 
them—can help young adults both meet 
their basic needs and build a stronger 
foundation for a healthy and fulfilling 
future. However, many social and economic 
programs leave young adults out by design. 
And programs that do provide some support 
too often perpetuate the racial disparities 
already pervasive in society.11 For example, 
state flexibility and caseworker discretion 
in the administration of public assistance 
programs have meant that individuals 
who are younger and Black and Hispanic12 
families are sanctioned at higher rates than 
their older and White peers, resulting in a 
loss or reduction of benefits.13 Systems that 
could support the health and well-being of 
young adults such as public educational 
systems, community health programs, and 
mental health services for transition aged 
youth are underfunded, deprioritized, and 
unable to meet their holistic needs.14 For 
youth aging-out of foster care, for example, 
services often end, not because they are not 
needed, but because of arbitrary cut-offs in 
policy.15

Inside and outside of these systems, 
young adults of color also experience 
discrimination rooted in racist myths rooted 
in anti-Blackness—such as the perception 
that Black boys and girls are less innocent 
and more adult-like than their White 
peers16  and false assumptions of laziness, 
fraudulent intentions,17 or illicit activity 
among Black and Latinx young adults.18 
These racist myths help to criminalize young 
people of color, narrow their educational 
options,19 and force them into low- or 
unpaid and unstable workforces.20 Other 
myths assume either that young adults as 
a group already receive substantial support 
from their parents or romanticize young 
adulthood as a quintessential period of 
struggle as a rite of passage, both of which 
inhibit the political will necessary to provide 
robust economic and social supports as 
young people navigate the transition to 
adulthood. As a result, there are very few 
social and economic supports to help them 
along the way, provide stability and security, 
and reduce the likelihood that more punitive 
systems would intervene in their lives.

The case is clear: Young adults 
need robust economic support
To prevent immediate hardship and insecurity 
and invest in a more racially and economically 
just future, young adults must have the 
resources they need during the transition to 
adulthood. It is time for a guaranteed income for 
young adults to support a group that is too often 
pushed through the holes in the social safety-
net. Unconditional, unrestricted, predictable, 
and consistent income is particularly 
beneficial for young adults, many of whom are 
transitioning between work, education, and 
other responsibilities.21 A guaranteed minimum 
income can advance an anti-racist policy 
agenda22 because it provides cash directly to 
individuals, trusting them to use it how they 
know best and without recreating the burdens 
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of existing supports.23  A guaranteed income will 
provide an economic floor for young adults as 
they navigate public systems, the labor market, 
and the myriad of new choices, experiences, 
and environments, in front of them.

This brief documents the need for a guaranteed 
income for young adults as an important 
complement to efforts to improve existing 
programs and services. It also highlights the 
design elements that are particularly important 
for advancing economic and racial justice 
through a guaranteed income for young adults. 
These design elements were developed in 
consultation with young people who echoed 
what research consistently shows: that access 
to cash is crucial to providing stability. Moving 
forward, any design of a guaranteed income for 
young adults must center them as creators. 

face more significant expenditures on 
transportation and safe housing, and for 
their own education and dependents. 

The transition to adulthood is a period of 
rapid and significant growth. As young 
adults are developing and adapting to new 
environments, they are making decisions, 
taking risks, forming their identities, and 
exercising agency in how they interact 
with the world around them.24 During this 
time, young adults begin to participate 
more fully in a broader universe of social, 
civic, and economic activities. They may 
work and/or attend college, university, or 
vocational schools. They may experience 
forms of financial, residential, and social 
independence from their parents and 
guardians. They may get married, become 
parents, or be caretakers to relatives 
themselves. As they set out on their own 
and take advantage of educational and 
work opportunities, young adults may also 

WHY FOCUS ON YOUNG 
ADULTS?

A GUARANTEED INCOME FOR 
YOUNG ADULTS SHOULD BE

• Co-created: Young adults, especially young 
adults of color, participate in developing 
the policy.

• Inclusive: All young adults who need it are 
eligible.

• Unconditional: Young adults are not 
subject to any requirements to receive the 
guaranteed income.

• Unrestricted: Young adults can use the 
funds to meet their needs in the ways that 
they know best.

• Consistent & Predictable: Income 
payments would be made in a regular 
cadence, allowing young adults to plan 
around a reliable income.

• Compatible: Payments should not affect 
the ability of young adults to receive other 
forms of state and federal benefits.

• Federally administered: The guaranteed 
income is administered by a federal 
agency; benefit amounts are set at the 
federal level.

• Automatic: The benefit is easily accessible 
by being paid automatically.

• Sufficient: The level of benefit set by the 
federal government should be adequate 
when combined with other supports to 
allow young adults to meet their basic 
needs.
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For today’s young adults, these critical 
changes in life occur against a backdrop of a 
world with heightened risks and instability.26 
According to a landmark report by the 
National Academies of Sciences in 2015, 
today’s young adults face an economy 
and labor market that make it increasingly 
difficult to support themselves and their 
families, with dramatic earnings inequality 
across and within occupations, a minimum 
wage that has not kept up with inflation 
or productivity, and widening economic 
inequality.27 Across all education levels, 
young adult unemployment has increased 
significantly in the last few years relative 
to pre-recession years, and those who do 
obtain work earn considerably less than 
similar demographic groups in the past.28 
These impacts have lasting effects on 
a young person’s lifetime earnings and 
employment, meaning that young people 
are not only starting their lives on financially 
worse footing than their counterparts in 
previous generations, they also face  a 
future of caring for an aging population 
without adequate supports.

Poverty among 19-24-year-olds has 
increased since the early 1970s and young 
adults are among the most likely of any 
age group to live below the federal poverty 
level, experiencing a substantial jump in 
poverty between ages 17 and 18.29 Twenty-
one percent of young adult women and 17 
percent of young adult men live below 100 
percent of the federal poverty level,30 which 
at $13,590 per year for one person is an 
inadequately low-estimate for hardship.31  
Among youth and young adults, 53 percent 
of Black, 49 percent of Hispanic or Latino, 
39 percent of Asian and Pacific Islander, 
and 54 percent of Indigenous young people 
live in households below 200 percent of 
the federal poverty level (compared to 32 
percent of White young people).32 Youth and 
young adults of color also disproportionately 
live in homes with high housing cost 
burdens33 and in neighborhoods in census 
tracts with 30 percent or more in poverty.34 

Table 1. Snapshot of young adults by race, 202025

TOTAL 30,026,997

White, non-Hispanic 15,908,202 53%

Hispanic or Latino 6,922,851 23%

Black, non-Hispanic 4,206,719 14%

Asian 1,689,319 6%

Non-Hispanic,  
Two or more race groups

988,481 3%

American Indian/  
Alaska Native

252,043 1%

Native Hawaiian and  
Other Pacific Islander

59,382 <.5%
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Young people experiencing poverty often 
take on adult household responsibilities 
such as contributing to family bills even 
earlier than age 18, and certainly earlier 
than high-income youth, many of whom 
also have financial support well beyond age 
18.35 The pandemic has exacerbated the 
already difficult situation young adults face 
in meeting basic needs. Since May 2021, 
between 27 and 35 percent of young adults 
had difficulty paying for usual household 
expenses.36  Surveys show that 10 percent 
of young adults reported sometimes or 
often not having enough food to eat37 
and around 14 percent had little or no 
confidence38 in their ability to pay their next 
rent or mortgage payment on time. 

Economic instability has been shown 
to have detrimental effects on peoples’ 
health and well-being, across a range of 
outcomes,39 such as nutrition, mental 
health,40 and education. This insecurity is 
both a persistent product of problematic 

systems and creates and exacerbates a 
set of needs for young adults that current 
systems and their policies fail to address. 

Current systems fail to support 
young adults
With limited financial resources, many young 
adults must navigate complex, underfunded, 
and disjointed social and economic 
systems41—from education to workforce 
to health—that do not meet their needs. 
As a result of the failures of these systems, 
young adults face higher costs of education 
and lower-paid entry-level jobs with meager 
benefits than previous generations, high 
rates of untreated serious mental health 
disorders, high rates of being disconnected 
from education or employment, and those 
without supports are more likely to be 
pushed into other intervening systems such 
as the child welfare (for young parents) and 
criminal legal systems.42  
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Education: Systemic disinvestment in public 
education has disproportionately impacted 
communities of color, and partly as a result, 
Black, Latinx, and Indigenous young adults 
have lower rates of high school enrollment 
and graduation43 than their White peers, 
with an even larger gap in college enrollment 
and completion.44 In higher education, 
nearly three-fourths of young adults are 
“nontraditional” students,45 meaning they 
are either financially independent from their 
parents, have one or more dependents, 
are a single caregiver, have no high school 
diploma (but obtained a GED), delayed their 
college enrollment, are enrolled part time, 
and/or are employed full time during the 
school year. Student loan debt for higher 
education has become an enormous burden 
for young adults and young adults of color 
in particular, impacting short-term financial 
stability, limiting saving for retirement, and 
restricting career and life opportunities. 
In 2018, 54 percent of young adults who 
enrolled in college took on some form of 
debt to help cover their education. As a 
result of these failures of the educational 
systems and generational exclusion from 
wealth building and accessing economic 
supports, students of color are more likely 
than their White peers to face damaging 
repercussions such as defaulting on their 
debt, taking longer to pay off their debt, or 
stopping their education with outstanding 
debt.46

Workforce: Young adults who are working 
represent 20 percent of the hourly wage 
workforce, but 48 percent of those paid the 
federal minimum wage or less, meaning they 
are often unable to afford basic needs such 
as food, housing, and health care.47 They 
also face unemployment rates double those 
of workers ages 25-54 in the U.S.48 Among 

the disproportionate number of young 
people who are paid the federal minimum 
wage, Black workers, and Black women in 
particular, Latina women, and White women 
are overrepresented, reflecting both racism 
and misogyny in the workplace for young 
workers.49 Income volatility tends to be 
more severe amongst low-paid, hourly 
workers, making it difficult to budget, save, 
or cover emergency expenses.50

When there are economic downturns, 
young adult workers are especially 
vulnerable to their effects. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, by April 2020, one 
in four young people between 20 and 24 
were unemployed, and many of those 
who maintained work were part of the 
“essential workforce” who faced the brunt 
of social, economic, and health inequities. 
Unemployment rates by September of 
2020 were disproportionately higher for 
young Black, Latinx, Asian, Indigenous, and 
mixed-race men and women, ranging from 
12.8 to 23.5 percent, compared to the 8.6 
percent unemployment for White young 
women and 11 percent for White young 
men.51 By January 2021, unemployment for 
16-to-19-year-olds was 14.8 percent, more 
than double the national rate of 6.3 percent; 
while unemployment for 20-24-year-olds 
was more than 1.5 times the national rate.52

Health: Nearly 15 percent of young adults 
ages 19 to 25 lack health insurance, 2.5 
times the rate of youth under age 18, and 
the second highest uninsured rate after 
adults 26 to 34.53 People of color have the 
lowest rates of coverage.54 After age 18, 
the percent of young adults receiving public 
health coverage falls by over half55  and 
young adults have the lowest rate of access 
to employer-provided health insurance.56 
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According to recent Household Pulse 
Survey data, young adults face mental 
health challenges with around 40 percent 
reporting they felt nervous or anxious 
more than half of the days or nearly every 
day in the past two weeks,57 and around 
33 percent reporting they felt hopeless, 
down, or depressed more than half of the 
days or nearly every day for the past two 
weeks.58 In July 2020, three in four Black 
women ages 18 to 24 reported some level 
of both anxiety and depression, reflecting 
the effects of racism and misogyny faced by 
Black women that are exacerbated by a lack 
of resources devoted to equitable mental 
health coverage.59  

Disconnection from education, workforce, 
and housing: Nearly 12 percent (about 3.5 
million)60 of young adults report not being 
in school, working, or having a degree 
beyond high school diploma or GED. Some 
estimates reach as high as 5.5 million.61 
These young people—often referred to as 
“opportunity youth”—are more likely to be 
women with children, living in poverty, and 
living with a disability.62 Homelessness is 
also a challenge faced by young adults. Due 
to the high costs of housing, in 2020, over 
30,000 young adults were unaccompanied 
and experiencing homelessness.63 Black 
and Hispanic youth and young adults face 
higher rates of housing insecurity and are 
at a higher risk of homelessness,64 with 
increased risk of involvement in child welfare 
and criminal justice systems because of 
police surveillance of those experiencing 
homelessness. Among those young adults 
who are housed, growing numbers are living 
at home with family well into their 20s.65

Involvement with punitive systems: The 
child welfare and juvenile legal systems 
disproportionately target young adults 

of color66 and threaten child removal, 
placement of parents on state child abuse 
registries, and civil and criminal records 
that interfere with educational and 
professional opportunities, often due to the 
criminalization of circumstances stemming 
from poverty and lack of support. Economic 
insecurity comes from and perpetuates the 
involvement of these systems in the lives 
of young adults of color. In 2019, Black and 
Indigenous youth and young adults under 
the age of 21 were held in juvenile detention, 
correctional, or residential facilities at rates 
of 315 and 236 per 100,000, respectively, 
compared to a rate of 72 for White, 92 for 
Hispanic, and 19 for Asian youth and young 
adults.67 Youth and young adults68 make 
up nearly one-quarter of the foster care 
population,69 and nearly half of teens aged 16 
and older who leave the child welfare system 
age out instead of being reunified with 
their family or connected to another family 
through adoption or legal guardianship. As a 
result of the white supremacist design of the 
child welfare system leading to surveillance 
of and worker bias against children of color,70 
Black and Indigenous youth and young 
adults are overrepresented in child welfare71  
and are more likely than their White peers to 
age out as young adults.72

Social and economic supports 
exclude or create burdens for 
young adults
Despite the overwhelming need in the face 
of this economic insecurity, many social 
and economic supports that could help 
young adults meet basic needs exclude 
them by design. Most social and economic 
supports provide resources to categories 
of individuals, including children, families, 
individuals earning income, individuals with 
disabilities, individuals with a mortgage, 



11CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF SOCIAL POLICY          

individuals in retirement, etc. Young adults—
often in life circumstances that meet 
none of these criteria—can therefore be 
ineligible. That is, they lose benefits granted 
to children, cannot yet take advantage of 
various tax cuts and deductions for working 
adults, and are not receiving consistent 
retirement income through Social Security, 
the most effective anti-poverty program. 
For example, the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) is a program structured to 
help families, and adults under the age of 
25 are typically—outside of the one-time 
expansion through the American Rescue 
Plan Act of 2021 (ARPA)—ineligible unless 
they can claim a qualifying child. Table 2 
illustrates the restrictive age provisions in 
U.S. safety net programs. 

There are programs for young adults 
without qualifying children, but there are 

many barriers to access designed to exclude 
people of color and disproportionately help 
White adults.73 For example:

Food Assistance: The Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), the 
largest anti-hunger program, does less to 
support young adults than other individuals, 
and particularly young adults of color. For 
example, young adults without children 
who do not have disabilities are limited to 
three months of benefits every three years 
unless they meet a 20-hour-per-week work 
requirement. While approximately one-in-
three college students face food insecurity,74 
which is even more prevalent among 
students of color and first-generation 
students,75 the SNAP work requirement 
makes it difficult for many college students 
to access needed benefits, which affects 
academic performance and mental health.76  



12SUPPORTING YOUNG ADULTS THROUGH A GUARANTEED INCOME

Table 2. Young adults’ eligibility for social safety net programs** 

PROGRAM AGE PROVISIONS 
REGARDING YOUNG 

ADULTS BEING CLAIMED AS 
DEPENDENTS

AGE PROVISIONS REGARDING 
YOUNG ADULTS CLAIMING THE 

BENEFIT ON THEIR OWN

Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC)i

Dependents ages 18-24 can only 
be claimed if they are a full-time 
student.

If a tax-filer does not have a qualifying 
child, they can only start claiming at age 
25 [lowered to 19 temporarily through 
ARPA] unless they are a former foster 
youth or homeless youth [minimum age 
is 18] or specified student [minimum age 
is 24]. Generally, the credit is lower for 
childless adult workers.

Child Tax Credit (CTC)ii  Qualifying children can only be 
claimed through age 16. Under 
ARPA, qualifying children could 
be claimed through age 17. 

Under the Tax Cut and Jobs Act 
of 2017 (TCJA), dependents ages 
19-24 can only be claimed for 
a $500 nonrefundable credit if 
they are full-time students.

Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families 

(TANF)iii

Children aged 18 can only be 
claimed if they are a full-time high 
school student. 

Claimant must have child of their 
own, or be 18 or younger and head of 
household.

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 

(SNAP)iv

Dependents can be claimed if 
they are under age 22 and living 
with parents.

Young adults in their own household 
can claim, subject to a work 
requirement.

Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI) for 

Adults Disabled Since 
Childhoodv

Children can be claimed under 
age 18 as dependents, under age 
19 if full time in elementary or 
secondary school. 

Benefits paid to adults who have 
disability that began before they became 
22 years old and whose parents paid into 
or received Social Security. 

Benefits paid to adults who received 
benefits on a parent’s Social Security 
earnings record prior to age 18, if he or 
she is disabled at age 18. 

These benefits are indefinite as long as 
the individual remains disabled. 

Special education services are available 
through age 21.
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Table 2. Young adults’ eligibility for social safety net programs** 

PROGRAM AGE PROVISIONS 
REGARDING YOUNG 

ADULTS BEING CLAIMED AS 
DEPENDENTS

AGE PROVISIONS REGARDING 
YOUNG ADULTS CLAIMING THE 

BENEFIT ON THEIR OWN

Medicaidvi Parents or guardians can apply 
on behalf of children who are 18 
or younger. Some states cover 
children up to age 21.

Young adults can apply for Medicaid on 
their own behalf above the age of 18. 
States may allow teenagers living on 
their own to apply on their own behalf.

All children under age 21 enrolled in 
Medicaid are eligible for the Early and 
Periodic Screening, Diagnostic, and 
Treatment (EPSDT).vii 

States are required to provide Medicaid 
coverage for foster youth until the age 
of 26, as long as they are both in foster 
care and enrolled in Medicaid at age 18 
or when they age out of foster care.

Children’s Health 
Insurance Program 

(CHIP)viii

Children under the age of 19 who are 
uninsured (ineligible for Medicaid) and 
have low incomes are eligible for CHIP.

Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care 
Act (ACA) expanded 

dependent coverageix 

Dependents under the age of 26 
can be covered by insurers on a 
family plan, regardless of living 
situation, education/employment 
situation, or tax filing status.

Chafee services for 
youth with experience 

in foster carex

Young adults who experienced foster 
care after the age of 14 have access to 
Chafee services up to but not including 
the age of 21 or 23 at the option of the 
state, and access to education and 
training vouchers up to but not including 
the age of 26 (subject to a five-year limit 
on total length of time receiving the 
voucher).

**Citations for this table can be found at the end of this document on page 22.
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States also have great flexibility in applying 
work requirements to young adults—a 
policy and practice with racist roots that 
force people of color into low wage work 
or allow caseworkers discretion to subject 
them to sanctions at higher rates than their 
White peers.77 Additionally, SNAP excludes 
immigrant adults ages 18 and over who 
have been in the U.S. fewer than five years 
and undocumented immigrants.78 These 
program restrictions and requirements, 
according to the Urban Institute, leave little 
room for clerical errors and challenge the 
ability of young people—who may have little 
power—to advocate for themselves.79

Higher Education Assistance: With costs 
of financing education higher for today’s 
young adults than for previous generations, 
many young adults, especially those who 
come from lower-income backgrounds, 
are participating in higher education and 
employment either at the same time or 
moving back and forth between both.80 

Within the system of higher education 
there are some financial resources and 
mechanisms that can help young adults 
gain access to educational opportunities. 
529 plans are tax favorable college savings 
accounts that allow parents or other family 
members to deposit after-tax money into an 
account that grows tax-free, the proceeds 
of which can then be used for tuition, books, 
and room and board. This tax vehicle is most 
accessible to those with intergenerational 
and extra income that can be put into 
it, which disproportionately advantages 
White families. As of 2012, 84 percent of 
account holders were White, and 5 percent 
were Black. Investment in 529 plans has 
occurred alongside disinvestment in Pell 
Grants, which are untaxed scholarships for 
students from families with low incomes 
that disproportionately help Black students, 
with about 70 percent of Black college 
students receiving them compared to 34 
percent of White students. The creation 
of Pell Grants in 1965 nearly tripled the 
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number of Black men who attended college 
in 1970. However, Pell Grants have become 
less effective at meeting the rising costs of 
college, as they now cover only 30 percent 
of total costs at a public four-year college, 
down from 79 percent in 1975. 81

Reflecting the weaknesses in design across 
policy areas such as health, nutrition, cash, 
shelter, and social insurance, data from the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation 
from 2014-2021 illustrate that young adults 
benefit comparatively less from existing 
social safety net programs than other 
age groups.82 The Supplemental Poverty 
Measure, which considers the impact of 
government transfers, shows that social 
and economic supports are less effective 
at reducing poverty among young adults 
compared to other age groups, especially 
children and adults over 65. The social safety 
net, including programs such as food stamps 
and housing subsidies, reduces poverty 10.3 
percentage points for newborns and 45.5 
percentage points for individuals aged 75 
or older, compared to only 4.8 percentage 
points for 21-year-olds. Between the ages 17 
and 18, when many young adults move out 
of their family home and become ineligible 
for many public benefits, poverty increases 
4.1 percentage points.83

Recent efforts have expanded 
some social and economic 
supports for young adults
Despite this lack of investment and active 
disinvestment, young people do survive and 
can still thrive. Fortunately, in some areas 
policymakers have begun to recognize the 
harm caused by policies that exclude young 
adults, and the need to adequately support 
them moving forward. During the pandemic, 
for example, the EITC was temporarily 

expanded, increasing the benefits for people 
without a qualifying child in the home, and 
allowing people without a qualifying child to 
begin claiming the EITC at age 19, instead 
of 25.84 Work reporting requirements in 
SNAP—which typically exclude young adults 
attending school more than part-time—
were also waived through the duration of 
the public health crisis.85

The temporary expansion of supports for 
young adults during the pandemic built on 
larger efforts to increase support for young 
adults, as evidenced by reforms in health and 
child welfare. The Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act (ACA) of 2010 required 
insurers to extend dependent coverage on a 
family’s health insurance plan until the age of 
26, regardless of living situation, education 
or employment status, or tax filing status 
of the dependent. This led to a “rapid and 
large” reduction in the number of uninsured 
young adults.86 Between September 2010 
and June 2011, the number of young adults 
ages 19-25 with health insurance increased 
by 2.5 million, with those ages 26-35 seeing 
no corresponding increase.87 This was 
also paired with a provision that provides 
categorical Medicaid eligibility until age 26 
for youth who were in foster care at age 
18, regardless of income.88 According to 
research by the Urban Institute, between 
2011 and 2018, uninsurance rates among 
young adults fell by nearly half, and declined 
in all states. States that expanded Medicaid 
saw greater declines in uninsurance rates, 
contributing to a 14 percent decline in 
uninsurance rates, and larger decreases 
among Hispanic and Black young adults, 
young adults ages 22 to 25 without a college 
degree, and young adults in households with 
low incomes.89  
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There have also been expansions in foster 
care services for young adults. In 1999, the 
John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence 
Act provided states with resources to 
support youth and young adults aging out 
of foster care, including for independent 
living assistance for those up to age 21. 
In 2008, the Fostering Connections to 
Success and Increasing Adoptions Act 
provided expanded funding to states that 
extend foster care up to age 21, and in 2018, 
the Family First Prevention Services Act 
(FFPSA) extended age eligibility for Chafee 
services to young adults up through age 23 
who are either in foster care or have aged out 
of care.90 For young adults who experienced 
foster care after age 14, FFPSA extended 
eligibility to youth up until their 26th birthday 
to receive educational and training vouchers 
of up to $5,000 per academic year to help 
pay for college, career school, or training.91 
While still largely underfunded, changes 
to Chafee eligibility recognize the need for 
direct support to young adults.92

While these recent supports and temporary 
improvements put forth in response to an 
unprecedented crisis are helpful, young 
adults are still failed by the social safety 
net and struggle to meet their needs. There 
should be targeted supports to help young 
people during crises. However, there must 
also be investments in young adults as a basic 
support to help navigate the changes taking 
place in life and to provide some level of 
equitable opportunity for Black, Indigenous, 
Latinx, and other youth and young adults of 
color. A guaranteed income should be one 
of a number of supports available to young 
adults, allowing them to flexibly meet their 
needs as their circumstances change. 

A GUARANTEED INCOME 
WILL BUILD A FOUNDATION 
FOR YOUNG ADULTS

As young adults navigate time and 
resource constraints, and move between 
education, work, and other responsibilities 
such as taking care of family members, an 
unrestricted cash benefit can help them 
meet their basic needs and enable them 
to participate more fully in the social, civic, 
and economic life of their communities—
activities that economic insecurity can 
inhibit.

Research on the guaranteed income pilot 
schemes that have been implemented 
across the country over the last few years 
makes clear the benefits of unrestricted 
cash assistance.93 In Stockton, CA, 125 
residents unconditionally received $500 
per month for two years.94 In Jackson, MS, 
100 Black mothers with low incomes are 
receiving unrestricted $1000 per month 
for one year.95 The findings have been 
consistent: physical and mental well-being 
improved, opportunities opened up for 
individuals to find work, go back to school, 
and take risks to achieve their goals like 
starting their own businesses,96 and income 
volatility and financial insecurity were 
reduced. Recipients were able to pay bills on 
time, increase their savings, improve food 
security, access health insurance coverage, 
and meet their transportation needs.97 
These investments in individuals also lead 
to stronger and healthier communities, 
where people have the freedom to pursue 
their goals.
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Federally, versions of temporary unrestricted 
income were developed in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Stimulus payments 
provided over 163 million Americans with 
substantial funds quickly,98 and the Child 
Tax Credit (CTC) payments put monthly 
resources in the pockets of families 
with children, including those who were 
previously excluded from the CTC because 
their incomes were too low, lifting 3.7 million 
children above the poverty line in the last 
month it was made available.99 The CTC also 
temporarily expanded eligibility for 17 year 
olds, as previously only children under age 
17 were eligible. While distribution of both 
through the Internal Revenue Service led 
to complications accessing the benefits for 
people who do not regularly file taxes, the 
payments were not conditioned on work, 
education, or other activity requirements, 
and for the most part they were distributed 
quickly and were shown to drastically reduce 
poverty and food insecurity, and improve 
well-being.100 Research has consistently 
shown that CTC recipients used the money 
to pay bills and cover necessities such as 
food, rent, and clothing,101 spending which 
has a multiplier effect that helps local 
economies.102 Echoing these findings as 

well as those from the guaranteed income 
pilots, CSSP’s research with families of 
color shows that the expanded CTC not 
only helped families meet basic needs but 
also reduced stress and created space for 
caregivers to parent the way that they know 
is best.103

 
A permanent guaranteed income could 
similarly benefit young adults, making 
it easier for them to meet basic needs, 
reducing stress, improving overall well-
being, and helping them make decisions 
at this critical period in their lives. There is 
no doubt that young adults, like recipients 
of the CTC and stimulus payments, would 
spend the majority of a guaranteed income 
on essentials, as the Consumer Expenditure 
Survey suggests young adults currently 
spend the vast majority of their funds on 
housing, transportation, and food—costs 
that increase significantly when young 
adults are financially independent.104 A 
guaranteed income would also make it 
more possible for young adults to plan for 
the future and pursue their goals, including 
through increasing opportunities to save, 
invest, and gain more access to financial 
vehicles. 
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An anti-racist guaranteed income for young adults should be designed according to the 
experiences of young adults of color and with young adults at the table. Otherwise, the 
program will recreate existing inequalities and gaps in available support rather than reach its 
potential to help meet demonstrated needs and complement efforts to improve the existing 
system of social and economic supports. To advance racial equity and justice, a guaranteed 
income for young adults should be:

 � Co-created with young adults, especially young adults of color who have been 
consistently excluded and burdened by requirements to access existing social 
and economic supports, at the table with researchers and policymakers. Young 
adults are the greatest experts in their own needs and listening to, trusting, 
and following their lead is crucial for designing an economic support that will 
meet the demands of this universally experienced transition period in life. 

 � Inclusive, meaning that all young adults who need it are eligible. Inclusive policies 
can provide a foundation for advancing racial equity by ensuring that all young adults 
are eligible regardless of race, ethnicity, or country of origin, and by ensuring that 
immigrant communities who are typically excluded from public benefits are able to 
access resources. This means that regardless of immigration status,105 young adults 
in the United States would be supported. An inclusive policy would also be available 
to individuals with prior felony convictions, a current exclusion in cash assistance and 
food assistance that disproportionately harms Black and Latinx people, especially 
Black men, because of the racism and bias embedded in the criminal legal system.106 
An inclusive policy is open to individuals up the income spectrum and features a 
progressive rather than cliff benefit structure, so that benefits are not pulled out 
from under people as they are feeling secure and stable. 

A guaranteed income for young adults may also benefit from being universal 
regardless of income. Universal policies reduce the amount of administrative burden 
required to determine whether someone meets income eligibility requirements. As 
a result, universal policies can increase take up, maintain future political support if 
not immediate, and eliminate possible benefit cliffs based on income changes—
which affects parents whose earnings are well above the poverty line and who 
struggle with unexpected expenses.107 However, any universal policy would still 
need a supportive administrative agency, culture, and infrastructure for outreach to 
maximize the take up of such a benefit. Of course, most guaranteed income pilot 
programs are targeted based on income levels among other criteria and there are 
real political constraints in pursuing such a policy. Ultimately, an inclusive guaranteed 
income would be one that ensures it is received by all young adults who need it.     
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 � Unconditional, meaning that young adults would not be subject to any behavioral 
or activity requirements like work or education to receive the guaranteed income. 
This design would empower young adults to transition more confidently, securely, 
and effectively between education, work, and other forms of civic engagement—
helping to foster a healthy civic society. Young adults of color would not face 
barriers like work requirements and caseworker discretion that are consistently 
used to deny people of color from public programs for which they are eligible and 
diminish the effectiveness of programs in meeting all recipients’ needs. With an 
unconditional benefit, there would be less need for bureaucratic determination 
of eligibility, less burden on young adults to navigate the bureaucracy, and fewer 
young adults being pushed off or denied because of administrative burdens.   

 � Unrestricted, meaning that young adults could use the funds to meet their needs 
in the ways that they know best in the face of changing circumstances. As young 
adults face growing economic insecurity, unrestricted income would provide 
much needed agency and dignity. It would provide a constant floor and act as a 
buffer against hardship and obstacles, allowing young adults to make decisions 
about what needs are necessary to meet at any given time, such as using the 
benefit for food one month, and tuition or housing the next. The trust intrinsic 
in providing resources that are unrestricted rejects the racism and paternalism 
inherent in traditional public benefit delivery. It also provides a clear signal that 
young adults are valued members of society, and is crucial for ensuring that 
the next generation of civic society leaders are set up to achieve their goals.  

 � Consistent and predictable,108 meaning that income payments would be made 
in a regular cadence, such as monthly, allowing young adults to plan around 
a reliable income during a dynamic period, giving flexibility to change jobs, 
take risks, and pursue education. Research has shown that the consistency of 
monthly CTC payments helped parents avoid having to rely on high-cost financial 
services like payday loans and pawn shops, and other survival strategies.109 

 � Compatible with other state and federal public benefits. A consistent income floor for 
young adults should complement other social and economic supports and services 
that are necessary for meeting the needs of young adults, meaning that it should 
not supplant existing programs and supports. The additional income should also 
not restrict the ability of young adults to claim other state or federal public benefits, 
including higher education assistance, meaning that it should be excluded as income 
for eligibility in other economic and social supports and should not be considered 
taxable income.110 This will protect young adults—especially hourly and low-wage 
workers who are predominantly young adults of color—from benefit cliffs, where 
they lose eligibility for benefits as income rises, leaving them worse off financially.  
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 � Federally administered, meaning that the guaranteed income is administered by a 
federal agency and benefit amounts are set at the federal level. Having a guaranteed 
income federally administered will help guard against creating geographic and 
therefore racial inequities in access between young adults across states and ensure 
that administrative burdens associated with federal-state programs are eliminated.

  
 � Easily accessible by being paid automatically to most young adults. Those who do 

not receive it automatically should be able to use well-advertised and straightforward 
sign-up platforms. Research makes clear that payments such as these should be 
done in ways that cater to the unhoused, unbanked, and underbanked.111 In order 
for the benefit to be accessible, there should be well-advertised and simple ways 
to contact caseworkers who can assist if an individual has trouble receiving a 
payment or is unable to receive the income automatically. Given that the guaranteed 
income is tied to age and the granting federal agency would have this information 
available, recertification processes—which result in drop-offs in public benefit 
programs112—would be unnecessary. Additionally, awareness of the program 
can be spread through federally funded avenues of supports, including through 
state agencies and community partner organizations who are trusted resources 
for young people and with whom young people might already be interacting. Any 
public and individualized communication about a guaranteed income and the 
sign-up platform for accessing it should be easily accessible in plain language, 
available in multiple languages, and accessible to people with disabilities so that 
those who do not receive it automatically understand its availability and benefit.  

 � Sufficient, meaning the level of benefit set by the federal government should be 
adequate when combined with other supports to allow young adults to meet their 
basic needs, and indexed to inflation to ensure the benefit provides sufficient support 
over time. 
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Young adults are navigating substantial 
responsibilities, balancing education, work, 
and other opportunities, and doing so against 
a backdrop of increased societal instability 
and economic inequality. A consistent, 
predictable, and unrestricted income would 
go a long way to help young adults meet 
their needs and fill the holes in the current 
patchwork of social and economic supports 
through which young adults, especially 
young adults of color, are currently pushed. 
There are multiple possible mechanisms 
for getting young adults the economic 
support they need to navigate these 
critical years: there could be a guaranteed 
income administered by a federal agency 
such as the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services or the Social Security 
Administration; the monthly and expanded 
CTC could be made permanent and extended 
through the age of 25 with the ability for an 

individual to claim on their own behalf at the 
age of 18; or the EITC could be converted to 
a guaranteed income that is fully available 
to childless young adults between the ages 
of 18 and 25 with no- or low-income.

However the guaranteed income is 
ultimately designed, it should reach any 
young adult who needs it, especially 
young adults who are disconnected from 
educational opportunities, the workforce, 
and housing, as well as young adults with 
experience in the child welfare and juvenile 
legal systems. A guaranteed income can 
work together with efforts to improve public 
systems and existing safety net programs 
to ensure that young adults not only meet 
their short-term basic needs, but also build 
a long-lasting foundation for themselves, 
their communities, and their country to 
thrive. 

CONCLUSION
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