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?

4.6 million 
youth are 
disconnected 
from work and 
school

Today in America, 4.6 million youth are disconnected from 
work and school. One of the most significant challenges 
facing the country’s 550 workforce development boards 
and their more than 12,000 business members is how to 
effectively engage and prepare this population for the 
world of work. Annually, disconnected youth cost taxpayers 
and businesses approximately $93 billion in lost revenue 
and taxes, not to mention the substantial loss of untapped, 
future talent. 

Workforce systems have enacted various policies 
and programs in an attempt to help disconnected 
youth reclaim lost economic opportunities they’ve left 
behind. However, lack of funding, years of extreme 
poverty, educational neglect, and involvement with the 
criminal justice system (and the trauma that it creates) 
have made it very difficult for the workforce system to 
help many disconnected young people find success. 
Consequently, less than 6.6% of justice-involved youth 
participate in federal workforce development systems. 
This disproportionately low rate is similar for other youth 
dealing with complex needs.

When the hard to serve are not effectively engaged, they 
lose faith in the workforce system. As a result, workforce 
programs are unable to make a case for increased funding; 
businesses can’t fill the talent pipeline; and young people 
are left to fall through the cracks.

What can workforce systems and businesses do to restore 
the faith of disconnected youth in labor force participation, 
skills training, and education? 

One approach is by building valuable connections 
between disconnected youth and those on the other side 
of the labor market. But how do we facilitate it?

The potential answer: A Social Capital Framework.
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Young people 
need support 
to help them 
connect to 
working 
individuals

The reality is, without social capital, the resource-
generating connections it offers, and the opportunity 
balancing it facilitates, student workforce achievement 
efforts often fail. Young people in skills training and 
credentialing programs can only go so far without social 
capital. In other words, young people require support 
that helps them to connect to working individuals in 
companies and educational institutions who understand 
the unique challenges they face and who are willing to 
advocate, through an extension of resources, opportunities 
and information, for opportunities that would not normally 
be available to young people from low-connected 
communities. This brief paper explores the importance of 
building and utilizing a social capital framework within the 
workforce development system and its potential to link 
millions of disconnected youth to workforce programs and 
the labor market it supports.

INTRODUCTION
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Young 
people with 
poor social 
connections 
have lower 
rates of 
labor force 
participation

As labor markets tighten and businesses search to find 
employees to meet their hiring needs, more and more 
young people are disengaging from the world of work. In 
2015, the teen labor-force participation rate declined to 
nearly 34 percent, lower than the Great Recession’s rate of 
40 percent. The statistics for young black men (ages 17-20) 
have been even lower at a rate of 42 percent (BLS, 2017). 

One of the strongest predictors of youth labor market 
attachment and success is social connection. A growing 
body of research is now pointing to the importance of 
this undervalued form of social capital and necessary 
component for young people’s long-term economic 
success (Wang, 2008).

Despite the best efforts of many workforce development 
agencies, high-risk, low-income youth may be failing to 
secure gainful employment equal to the investment they 
place into workforce preparation and credentialing (Rivera, 
2014). Research has questioned the impact of programs 
focused mainly on increasing skills and credentials 
(Dunbar, 2012) without helping youth develop the social 
capital that could help put these achievements to work. 

Consequently, young people with poor social connections 
have lower rates of labor force participation (Ioannides, 
2004) and fewer opportunities to discover their own 
unique contribution to the world of work. Workplace 
mentors help youth identify and build “sparks” by exposing 
them to specific career pathways, service opportunities, 
and skill building opportunities. They also help youth spark 
their investments in education, skills training, and pursuing 
positive lifestyles by showing them how it relates to future 
economic self-sufficiency. Without these sparks, most 
young people may say, “Why bother?” 
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Young people 
need support 
to help them 
connect to 
working 
individuals

An examination of current labor market participation rates 
reveals this growing discontent. The share of 16- to 24-year-
olds not wanting to work rose from 29.5 percent in 2000 
to an average of 39.4 percent in 2014 (DeSilver, 2014). Why 
are so many young people turning away from the world 
of work and the promise it brings? Chiefly, young people 
without stable connections to gainfully employed adults 
lose hope in their own economic outlook. The future labor 
market success of millions of youth is largely dependent 
on social capital and utilizing connections to produce 
measurable labor-market results.

If programs, parents, and schools are interested in helping 
young adults prepare successfully for gainful participation 
in the 21st Century, helping them build key labor market 
connections should be viewed as important as job 
readiness and skills training, if not more so. If the youth 
unemployment problem is to be effectively addressed, 
young jobseekers must receive assistance in establishing 
and cultivating “opportunity networks,” and then draw 
from the resources that these networks provide. Without 
sustained access to these opportunity networks that 
promote industry partnerships and employer engagement, 
a major part of the workforce development equation is 
missing.

DILEMMA OF THE
DISCONNECTED
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DISCONNECTED

As an employment resource, social connections provide a timely, relevant source of 
labor market information (Montgomery, 1992). Young workers with strong connections 
to gainfully employed adults and who actively engage these adults have greater access 
to information about job openings, requirements, and duties. A young person’s social 
network determines what job opportunities they come across as well as the likelihood of 
obtaining a particular position. 

According to the National Longitude Survey of Youth, the most frequently 
used and highly effective job-search method for white and black youth are 
referrals through family and friends (Ioannides, 2004).

Youth who are referred to positions by family and friends have greater job 
satisfaction and have longer job retention. Moreover, when referred to a 
job, youth face fewer incidences of racial discrimination and stereotyping. 
Individuals referred to jobs also have higher pay, better working conditions, 
and greater job satisfaction (McEntarfer, 2002).
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Unfortunately, young people from low-income 
communities don’t have an abundance of gainfully 
employed friends or family members to help connect 
them to labor market success (Ioannides and Loury, 2004). 
Low-status youth are lacking people in their lives who can 
help them access insider information about job openings, 
position requirements, and the particular nuances of the 
workplace, as well as the behavioral characteristics of those 
who manage it.

This partly stems from the type of network in which 
young people are embedded. Most middle-class 
to upper-class youth reap the benefits of being in 
“cosmopolitan networks” — networks comprised of 
diverse sets of relationships and contacts that supply 
resources, opportunities, mobility, wealth creation, and 
empowerment — whereas most low-income youth are 
stuck in “bounded networks” that don’t offer anywhere 
near the same level of expansive connections. Indeed, 
social stratification has a powerful effect. The higher the 
social class of the individual, the greater the chances of 
accessibility to high degrees of human, cultural, and social 
capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2011).

Without labor market connections, young people are 
missing out on job prospects and other benefits. And 
this oversight doesn’t just affect youth. It robs society of 

Most middle-
class to 
upper-class 
youth reap 
the benefits 
of being 
“cosmopolitan 
networks”

Low-status 
youth are at a 
disadvantage
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social capital. If labor market participation breeds greater 
understanding of the cultural values of youth, in the 
broadest sense, then everyone’s better off if youth secure 
a foothold.

Unfortunately, young people are unable to identify most 
available jobs due to employment opportunities existing in 
what economists call the “hidden labor market” (Hansen, 
2013). As important as skills training and credentialing are, 
the majority of jobs go unpublicized. Employers must save 
time and money, so they forgo costly advertisements and 
lengthy interviews for word-of-mouth recruitment and 
internal hires (Doyle, 2018). Consequently, young people 
can’t prepare for or apply to jobs of which they aren’t aware. 
The existence of this exclusionary network forces young job 
seekers to fend for themselves in an already diminished job 
pool or disconnect from the world of work altogether. 

Most importantly, low-connected youth do not have many 
people who can help them counteract many of the negative 
stereotypes held by employers about inner-city youth 
(Nelbett Jr., Sosoo, Willis, Bernard, Bae, Billingsley, 2016). 
Without advocates to represent them more positively than 
how they are portrayed by the media, low-income young 
people have an additional barrier to labor market success 
that very few of their more affluent peers experience. 

Even when positive social connections are attainable, 
some young people have a strong aversion to building 
connections, whether stemming from cultural differences 
or feelings of inauthenticity. This can be chalked up 
to socialization, or a way of being in the world — the 
particular social identities, values, beliefs, expectations, 
educational aspirations, responses to stress, and language 
use they’ve developed between their relatives, friends, 
and communities (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). This further 
exacerbates the problem, and consequently many low-

Low-connected youth do not have 
many people who can help them 
counteract many of the negative 
stereotypes held by employers 
about inner-city youth

9
Copyright 2018, DeJesus Solutions



income youth reduce their economic life chances by not 
engaging with these potentially lifechanging networks.

Building connections to the workforce can create the 
conditions necessary for developing skills, mature work 
ethics, and a sense of hope needed for long-term labor 
market success (Luecking & Fabian, 2000). 

Unfortunately, the focus on job readiness and credentialing 
has outweighed the importance of increasing youth social 
capital and providing the necessary connections to put 
their newfound skills and credentials to work. Job training 
alone is not enough, and traditional workforce development 
programs have not effectively addressed this issue. 

Without access to labor market information and 
connections — and more importantly, not being able 
to decode and connect with diverse networks — many 
young adults are unable to put their newly acquired 
achievements to work, further undermining the credibility 
of the educational and workforce development system.

A SOCIAL 
CAPITAL 
FRAMEWORK:
A NEW WORKFORCE 
DEVEOPMENT 
STRATEGY
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Historically, workforce organizations serving disconnected 
youth have had difficulty in developing employer 
connections (DeCoursey & Skyles, 2007). Employers often 
prefer working with community colleges and universities. 
Programs serving high-needs, low-status youth are placed 
at an even further disadvantage. 

Without the resources to address the many barriers 
faced by their participants, programs find little time to 
build employer engagement, thereby making it almost 
impossible to channel these connections to youth. 
Consequently, local programs can’t keep pace with 
industry changes and demands and, more importantly, 
establish connections with individuals in the labor force 
who can help young people put their new achievements 
to work. Instead of front-running, many programs are often 
trailing behind in their knowledge of labor industries and 
the connections necessary to be a part of them. 

Young people, particularly disconnected youth, need 
more than just job skills to connect to the world of work. 
Low-status youth find labor market success through a 
combination of institutional support and empowerment, 
and empowerment comes from being connected to 
the right services, contacts, resources, and information. 
Programs that provide support without valuable social 

Most middle-
class to 
upper-class 
youth reap 
the benefits 
of being 
“cosmopolitan 
networks”
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capital and resource-generating networks often don’t 
succeed. (Dryfoos, 1998; Kahne & Bailey, 1999).
By utilizing a social capital framework that marries 
institutional agents, youth empowerment (and exposure 
to/participation in different sociocultural worlds), and 
social connections, programs can more effectively broker 
the opportunity pipeline and raise the consciousness and 
connectedness of young people to the world of work and 
the world of work to the young people’s plight. 
In a social capital framework, programs provide 
opportunities for real meaningful connections between 
disconnected young people and genuine labor market 
information and resources. A social capital framework serve 
as a bridge between disconnected youth and the labor 
market by providing invaluable, structured connections 
between the two parties. Without social capital building, 
there are too many bridges youth cannot cross. 

A social capital framework helps to cultivate the 
opportunity networks and increased upward mobility 
needed for student workforce achievement. Coupled 
with industry connections provided by the likes of 
“Opportunity Agents,” the workforce development 
equation can be completed.

The roles of Opportunity Agents can be broken down into 
four parts:

1

2

3

4

Direct support – resource agent, knowledge agent, advisor, 
advocate, and networking coach;

Integrative support – integrative agent and cultural guide; 

System developer – program developer, lobbyist, and 
political advocate; and 

- (Stanton-Salazar, 2011).

System linkage & networking support – recruiter, bridging 
agent, institutional broker, and coordinator. 
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A social capital framework can offer workforce systems a path to measurable results 

By building, implementing, and evaluating a social capital 
framework, workforce systems can provide disconnected 
youth the missing link to decoding the labor market. 
Through such a framework, youth will have greater access 
to diverse networks, connections, resources, and alternative 
approaches that would overwise be rendered inaccessible. 
In effect, establishing a social capital framework can assist 
youth in decoding the system by transcending social 
stratification, socialization, and societal inequality. The 
key is to not only support but empower youth through an 
approach that integrates workforce development efforts 
with social capital building.

1

3

2

4

Assisting at-risk youth in the 
development of social capital, 

Developing tools and resources to 
support social capital building

Teaching programs how to assist 
youth in acquiring social capital, 

Engaging employers and their 
employees in the social capital 
building process.

The key is to 
empower the 
youth through 
workforce 
integration
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CONCLUSION
Workforce development programs and other youth-serving 
systems are struggling to help disconnected youth achieve 
labor market success. Every day, 4.6 million disconnected 
youth are forced to face the world of work alone. They are 
left without essential, credible information and associations 
to motivate labor market attachment and continued 
participation, resulting in a lack of connections required to 
shepherd them through this critical period of life.

Workforce systems can significantly improve outcomes 
by utilizing strategies that not only increase skills and 
credentials but also build social capital. By incorporating 
a social capital framework into workforce development 
programs are granted access to a wealth of resources that 
increase participant motivation and engagement and offer 
an invaluable direct line to industry partnerships. 

Social capital builds bridges that lead to many more 
opportunities than just the initial contact or first job. If 
the goal is to give youth the chance at lifelong success, 
workforce systems will serve themselves and participants 
well by investing in a social capital building framework 
that enable disconnected youth to successfully navigate 
today’s dynamic labor market and beyond, securing a 
bright future not only for these young adults but also for 
the communities to which they contribute. 

Social capital 
builds bridges 
that lead 
to more 
opportunities
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CALL-TO ACTION
DeJesus Solutions, LLC is a leader in the development of 
innovative strategies and policies for at-risk youth and 
young adults. In 2014, DeJesus Solutions developed a social 
capital framework for workforce systems It is a system-wide 
set of principles and practices that offers workforce and 
other youth-serving systems the opportunity to develop 
and sustain bountiful connections with individuals in key 
industries. These individuals, in turn, can assist in motivating 
participants and provide them with valuable labor market 
information to improve their long-term economic mobility.

To learn more about the social captial framework, please 
contact:

Edward DeJesus
President

DeJesus Solutions, LLC
Email – ed@dejesussolutions.com 
Phone – (202) 713-8393
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