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Massachusetts recently invited 
Facebook users to post lessons 
learned from their first summer 
jobs on our page, they deluged us 
with responses.  Many took a trip 
down memory lane, sharing 
stories, reminiscences about co-
workers and how green we all 
were back then.  One woman 
wrote, “making and having my 
own money was awesome!” 
Others wrote that it wasn’t until 
much later that they appreciated 
just how valuable the experience 
was.

The bad news is that far fewer 
of today’s teenagers will reap the 
benefits of employment; the good 
news is that there is something we 
can do about it.

Massachusetts’ reported 
unemployment rate is at its lowest 
level in 15 years and is well below 
the national average.  We added 
nearly 36,000 jobs just in the first 
four months of this year, but teens 
have largely been left out of that 
boom.

There are 26,000 16-to-19 year 
olds in Massachusetts looking for 
work.  Put another way, in 2008 36 
percent of the commonwealth’s 16-
to-19-year-old population was 
employed; that number fell to 26 
percent last year.

It’s not just a Massachusetts 
problem.  A recent JP Morgan-
Chase survey of 14 major US cities 
found that less than half the teens 
looking for work in 2014 had jobs.  
In 2006, 40 percent of American 
16-19 year olds were employed; 
the number is projected to be 
below 30 percent this year.

This lack of jobs hits low-
income and minority teens 
especially hard.  The accessible 
rungs have been cut off the work 
ladder.

There are several reasons for 
this teen employment depression.  
The number of jobs in retail, where 
so many young people got their 
start, is declining with consumers’ 
switch to online shopping; 

mechanization has eliminated 
other jobs traditionally held by 
teens.

Many small employers can’t 
afford Massachusetts’ minimum 
wage, which is currently $10 per 
hour and will rise to $11 next year.  
There is strong political pressure to 
raise it further.

A n o t h e r c a u s e o f t e e n 
unemployment is that many jobs 
formerly done by teens are now 
being performed by older people 
who are either re-entering the 
workplace or staying in it longer.  
In 2008, about 17 percent of 
Americans over 65 were working.  
By last year the number had risen 
to 23 percent.  It’s very difficult for 
raw teens to compete against 
applicants with a lifetime of 
experience.

Don’t expect the state to ride 
to the rescue with a teen jobs 
program.  Despite a strengthening 
economy, Massachusetts faces a 
budget shortfall of more than $300 
million for the fiscal year that ends 

June 30th and a gap of as much as 
$750 million is projected for next 
year. Teens will have to fend for 
themselves.

The best solution is for 
Massachusetts to pass legislation 
adopting a time-tested federal law 
that allows teens and employers to 
agree on a training wage below 
the adult minimum wage and 
above $4.25 per hour for up to 90 
days – about the length of a typical 
summer job.  This would provide 
young people with crucial 
experience that would qualify 
t h e m f o r h i g h e r - p a y i n g 
employment.  Rather than 
snatching jobs away from others, 
jurisdictions that allow the teen 
training wage find that young 
people mostly perform work that 
isn’t currently getting done.

There is no substitute for work 
experience. The list of lessons 
teens learn about the work world, 
co-workers, and themselves while 
holding a job is long, and the 
lessons themselves invaluable.  
Even challenging work can be 
satisfying: another woman wrote 
of working “at a day camp with 
little kids and it was so much fun 
I would forget to pick up my 
check!” Let’s adopt the teen 
training wage and ensure that 
young people today can have the 
same experiences so many of us 
benefitted from in our youth.    

Mike Hruby is President of New Jobs 
for Massachusetts, a non-profit that 
advocates for rapid job growth.
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   eacon Hill blew an opportunity  last week to boost employment, 
particularly  for young people who could use the money and the work experience that 
comes with an entry-level job. By  skipping a vote on a new, lower minimum wage 
for workers under 18, lawmakers showed a frustrating unwillingness to break with 
the no retreat/no surrender mindset of organized labor.

Rep. Jay  Barrows (R-Mansfield) had filed an amendment to a pending jobs bill 
that  would have allowed for a separate minimum wage for workers under 18, to be 
set no lower than 20 percent  of the state minimum wage. Barrows withdrew the 
amendment before a vote.

Chances of its passage were pretty much nonexistent anyway. Democratic 
lawmakers have fought any attempt to create a two-tiered wage floor, despite the 
advantages to new workers and to employers who, because of the ever-increasing 
minimum imposed by  the state — which if labor has its way may  soon reach $15 an 
hour — are forced to make difficult choices about how many people they can afford 
to employ.

In a recent  editorial, The Boston Globe lamented the lack of support for youth 
summer jobs in the state budget. Because of slowing revenues lawmakers have 
signed off on a small reduction in state funding for employment of low-income teens 
(which supports only a tiny fraction of kids who want to work, of course).

But even level-funding would have meant  a cut in the number of jobs because of 
the latest increases in the minimum wage. The Globe and others see this as a funding 
problem and call for more taxpayer money — seeming not  to entertain the 
possibility  that  a 16-year-old who does filing a few hours a day at a nonprofit could 
get by on $8.80 an hour.

The same goes for the private sector, where a small grocer may not be able to 
hire a kid at  $11 an hour to stock shelves ($16.50 on Sundays) but  could do it  for 
$8.80.

But Beacon Hill won’t pursue that option, a decision that comes at  the expense 
of young workers hoping to make a few bucks and gain some meaningful work 
experience.  ###
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Backstory: Helping Teens Get Work Experience
In June of 2015, New Jobs published a research report calling for 
Massachusetts legislation adopting a federal labor law provision to help teens 
aged 16-19 get work experience.  The opportunity: create 37,900 new 
jobs for teenagers, at no cost to the state.  This proposal caught the 
attention of Facebook users, who emailed their legislators supporting the 
change.  In 2016 Rep. Barrows independently submitted similar legislation.  
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