September 2026

Expert Insights

PERSPECTIVE ON A TIMELY POLICY ISSUE

JENNIE W. WENGER, STEPHANIE BONDS

Disconnection Among American
Youth

Evidence on Its Duration and Impact on Well-Being

he pathway to the middle class typically leads through education and

training, then to employment. For many young people, however, the tran-

sition from school to work includes periods without engaging in formal

education, training, or employment. We call these periods disconnection.
Experiencing disconnection creates negative, long-lasting consequences for young
people and their communities.!

About one in seven young adults aged 18 to 24 experiences disconnection at
any given time in their lives.2 But we know little about the typical length of these
spells, how disconnection relates to broader well-being, or how to design effective
programs for those of school age and older who become disconnected. This paper,
which is targeted toward policymakers in the youth workforce development space
and program administrators working to reduce youth disconnection, begins to fill
that gap: The evidence suggests that disconnection spells are common and often
long and that disconnected young men are especially likely to spend time alone and '
to report poor mental health.


https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA5238-1.html
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KEY TAKEAWAYS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

B After high school, more than one-third of 18- to
22-year-olds in the United States experience
disconnection—periods when they are not
engaged in education, training, or work.

B Nearly one in four American youth indicated that
they experienced disconnection for at least six
months, and about 11 percent reported experi-
encing disconnection for at least one year.

B Because long spells of disconnection are quite
common among American youth, identifying those
most at risk and designing services for them could
improve youth outcomes.

B Disconnected young men spend time alone and
rarely see friends in person, and nearly one in four
reported poor mental health on a daily basis.

B Survey results suggest that programs targeting
young people experiencing long-term discon-
nection should focus on social connection and,
potentially, on mental health, as well as the more
common education, training, and employment out-
comes. And the focus of these programs should be
distinct from programs that focus solely on school-
to-work transitions.

The main implication of the evidence is that pro-
grams targeting disconnected youth may need to address
mental health and the lack of social connections alongside
education and employment. A related implication is that
decreasing the level of disconnection or the total amount
of time that youth are disconnected has the potential to
improve mental health among American youth.

To better understand patterns of disconnection
among young people in the United States and how dis-
connection is related to other key outcomes, we designed
and fielded a set of questions to the American Youth
Panel (AYP).3 The survey was fielded in February-March
2026. Because we are interested in disconnection among
youth after high school and the limited age range of the
AYP sample, we focus our analysis on youth aged 18 to 22
who are no longer enrolled in high school.* We address
three research questions:

1. How common and long-lasting is disconnection?
2. Are there differences between youth who have lim-
ited spells of disconnection and youth who have
longer or more frequent spells of disconnection?

3. How is disconnection related to other key aspects
of life and life satisfaction, such as time spent with
friends and overall mental health?

More Than One-Third of American
Youth Experience Disconnection;
Nearly One-Quarter Experience
Spells of Six Months or Longer

We begin to answer the above questions by measuring the
prevalence of disconnection among survey respondents. To
do this, we asked about their activities every three months
over their first year out of high school, as well as about
current activities in 2026 in the following survey question:
“We want to know how you have spent your time since
leaving high school.” For those who had left high school
more than a year ago, our questions did not capture activi-
ties during all intervening periods since they attended high




school. For example, a 22-year-old who had left high school
four years ago indicated their activities in the year after
high school and in early 2026, but we did not ask them to
indicate their activities in the second and third years after
leaving high school. However, this question allowed us to
trace patterns of activity during the critical first year after
high school while capturing respondents’ current activities.
As shown in Figure 1, at the time of the survey, 14 per-
cent of respondents indicated that they were not currently
taking part in education, training, or work.® This per-
centage closely matches the overall rates of disconnection
found in other work (see, e.g., Bonds and Wenger, 2025;
Lewis et al., 2024).7 The share of respondents who experi-

FIGURE 1

enced disconnection at any point after leaving high school
was substantially larger: More than one in three (34 per-
cent) reported at least one period of disconnection after
leaving high school (Figure 1). Because we included a range
of ages, this proportion is likely an underestimate (i.e.,
some in the sample had not yet experienced disconnection
but could by the age of 22).

The results in Figure 1 also indicate how many young
people experienced more than a single period of disconnec-
tion (either consecutively or cumulatively). About one in
eight respondents indicated that they were disconnected for
one three-month period; about one in nine indicated that
they were disconnected for at least a year, and additional

More Than One-Third of Young Adults Have Experienced Disconnection

Prevalence

Duration of Disconnection

Percentage of young adults

Currently Ever 3 months

At least 6 months At least 9 months At least 1 year More than 1 year

SOURCE: This figure depicts ALP and AYP response data collected between February 12, 2026, and March 12, 2026 (i.e., “currently”). The sample includes 349
respondents aged 18 to 22. The results are weighted to be representative of the national population of young people (aged 18 to 22) after high school.




respondents indicated experiencing disconnection for at
least six or nine months.?

Figure 1 shows our measure of cumulative disconnec-
tion. Along with total time disconnected, the timing and
the length of a spell of disconnection could matter. There-
fore, we also calculated the total unbroken amount of time
disconnected for each individual. Among respondents who
experienced disconnection, the largest groups reported
being disconnected either for no more than three months
or for at least nine months in a row. These data suggest that
policymakers and practitioners should consider address-
ing short and long spells of disconnection quite differently;
while short periods of disconnection appear to be quite
common, substantial numbers of young people experience
much longer periods. These groups may require different
policy responses.

As a way of visualizing the flows into and out of dis-
connection, we next present a Sankey chart (Figure 2). The
chart shows large flows out of disconnection—most often at
the end of the first three-month period of disconnection—
and at the end of one year.® But Figure 2 also shows substan-
tial flows into disconnection, especially at the 4-6 month
and 7-9 month marks. The pattern of movements from
disconnection to education, training, or employment is
consistent with new high school graduates waiting to start
an activity after the end of summer break. The substantial
movements from education, training, or employment into
disconnection after about six months could reflect the com-
pletion of short-term training programs, stopping or drop-
ping out of college, or leaving or losing an initial job. Recall
that the survey question asked respondents to indicate their
current activities (as of February—March 2026) and their

A Substantial Proportion of Young Adults Remain Disconnected More Than Six Months After

FIGURE 2
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SOURCE: This figure depicts ALP and AYP response data collected between February 12, 2026, and March 12, 2026. The sample includes 349 respondents aged 18
to 22. The results are weighted to be representative of the national population of young people (aged 18 to 22) after high school.

NOTE: The orange segments of the chart depict the proportion of young adults not engaged in education, training, or employment.




activities in three-month periods for the first year after leav-
ing high school.

Finally, Figure 2 shows that a substantial proportion of
young people were disconnected throughout the entire year
after high school. Like the above information, this chart
suggests that those experiencing short- versus longer-term
disconnection may have quite different experiences. In the
next subsection, we compare characteristics of youth who
experienced disconnection with those who did not.

Young Men, Young Black Adults,
and Young Adults with Less
Education Experience More
Disconnection

Using the same ALP and AYP survey data, we compare
four subsamples: youth who reported never having expe-
rienced disconnection, those who were disconnected as of
February-March 2026 (i.e., currently), those who were not
disconnected at the time of the survey but reported previ-
ous periods of disconnection, and those who had been
disconnected for at least six months (we refer to this as
substantial disconnection).!® Table 1 compares these groups.
The first 11 rows of Table 1 show demographic characteris-
tics and educational attainment. The final three rows cover
mental health and time spent in person with friends and
are based on survey questions described below.

For this survey, we designed a question around time
spent with friends. The question had multiple response
options: spending time with friends in person, on phone
calls, texting, and online. Respondents indicated how many

days they spent time with friends in these formats. We
include one measure of in-person time in Table 1, given
broad concerns about the rising levels of loneliness and the
impact of loneliness on youth outcomes.

We also included a question on the survey about
mental health; survey respondents estimated the number
of days in the past month when their mental health was
“not good.” This question was adopted from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention’s Behavioral Risk Factor
Surveillance System (BRFSS), and we follow the BRFSS-
established coding, which defines mental distress as occur-
ring among individuals who indicate that their mental
health was not good for at least 14 days in the previous
month. Also in line with BRFSS coding, we classify mental
health as good if the person indicates having no to three
days of “not good” mental health.!!

These four groups differ across many of the measures
in Table 1. Consistent with earlier research, currently dis-
connected respondents have less education than those who
reported never being disconnected. Although the differ-
ences between youth currently disconnected and youth
never disconnected typically are not statistically signifi-
cant, there are exceptions: Young people who are currently
disconnected are less likely to have college experience, and
they are more likely to have spent no time with friends in
person in the previous week.

The differences between youth who have never expe-
rienced disconnection and youth experiencing substantial
disconnection tend to be larger and are more often statisti-
cally significant (i.e., unlikely to have occurred by chance)
than the differences between youth who have never experi-
enced disconnection and currently disconnected youth or




TABLE 1

Young Men, Young Black Adults, and Young Adults with Less Education Often
Experience Substantial Disconnection

Experienced

Currently Previously Substantial
Never Disconnected Disconnected Disconnected Disconnection
Characteristic (%) (%) (%) (%)
Male 44 40 62" 53
White 49 51 41 42
Black 9 12 25* 20"
Hispanic 30 30 28 32
Other 12 8 6 6*
No high school diploma 3 10 5 8
GED 2 7 8 11*
High school diploma 35 45 33 43
Some college 44 25* 45 27
Associate’s degree (2 years) 9 6 2 2
Bachelor’s degree (4 years) 7 7 7 9
Mental health = good 39 36 42 34
Mental distress 28 36 31 36
Spent no days in person with 19 46* 25 34*

friends in the previous week

SOURCE: This figure depicts ALP and AYP response data collected between February 12, 2026, and March 12, 2026. The sample includes

349 respondents aged 18 to 22. Sample sizes for each subgroup are as follows: 240 (never disconnected), 45 (currently disconnected), 64 (previously
disconnected), and 64 (experienced substantial disconnection). The results are weighted to be representative of the national population of young
people (aged 18 to 22) after high school.

NOTE: We define substantial disconnection as disconnection that lasts for at least six months in total; the months could have been sequential or
separated by periods of education, training, or employment. Mental health is coded as good based on BRFSS: Respondents who indicated that
their mental health was “not good” on no more than three days in the previous month were considered to have good mental health, while those who
indicated that their mental health was “not good” on at least 14 days in the previous month were considered to be experiencing mental distress.

An asterisk (*) indicates that the proportion of youth with the characteristic is statistically significantly different (at the 10-percent level or better)
from the measure among those who reported never being disconnected. GED = General Educational Development (a high school equivalency
credential).




Youth who lack a high school diploma but hold a GED
are more likely to report substantial disconnection, while
those with college experience are less likely to report

substantial disconnection.

the differences between youth who have never experienced
disconnection and previously disconnected youth.!? In
particular, young Black adults are more likely than other
young adults to experience substantial disconnection. Lack
of education also is correlated with substantial disconnec-
tion: Youth who lack a high school diploma but hold a GED
are more likely to report substantial disconnection, while
those with college experience are less likely to report sub-
stantial disconnection. Among this population, young men
are less likely than young women to report being currently
disconnected but more likely to report having experienced
substantial disconnection. These survey results differ
slightly from some of the earlier evidence in the literature,
but these gender differences are not statistically signifi-
cant; thus, they could easily have occurred by chance.
Both the previously disconnected group and the group that
has experienced substantial disconnection mostly consist
of young men. On some other measures, young men fall
between the group that has never experienced discon-
nection and the group that has experienced substantial
disconnection.

Disconnected Young People Spend
Less Time in Person with Friends;
Disconnected Young Men Report
Poorer Mental Health Than Those
Who Have Never Experienced
Disconnection

Beyond the demographic results reported in Table 1, evi-
dence suggests that disconnection is associated with the
social interactions and mental health of American youth.
O’Rourke (2026) finds different patterns of time use
among young people who are and are not disconnected,
as well as differences between disconnected young men
and women.!* Gagné, Schoon, and Sacker (2021) finds a
substantial association between lack of employment and
mental distress for both young men and women while
documenting some differences by gender.!?

Differences in time spent in person with friends are
especially stark (row 14 of Table 1). Nearly half (46 per-
cent) of currently disconnected youth and more than
one-third (34 percent) who have experienced substantial
disconnection reported spending no time in person with
friends during the previous week. In contrast, youth who




have never experienced disconnection are least likely (just
19 percent) to report not having spent time in person with
a friend during the previous week. As with many of the
measures in Table 1, these relationships are correlational
and do not establish a causal mechanism. For example,
disconnection itself could reduce opportunities or moti-
vation for young people to spend time in person with
friends, or limited social interactions could increase the
likelihood of experiencing disconnection (or both). Given
the overall trends in loneliness among young people, our
survey results suggest a need to gain a deeper understand-
ing of the relationship between disconnection and social
interaction.!® Young people who have experienced dis-
connection also report poorer mental health than those
who have never experienced disconnection, although the
differences are not statistically significant between these
groups.

Because prior research suggests that some aspects of
disconnection may differ between young men and women,
we next explore the measures of time with friends and
mental health by gender (Figure 3). Among young men,
Figure 3 shows stark contrasts between those who have
and have not experienced disconnection. About two-thirds
of currently disconnected young men report spending no
time with friends in person during the previous week. In
contrast, just over 20 percent of young men who have never
been disconnected and just under 40 percent who have
been disconnected at some point indicate that they spent
no time in person with friends. These differences are sta-
tistically significant at the 10-percent level or better. The
overall pattern is similar among young women, but the dif-
ferences are smaller (and not statistically significant).

Figure 3 also shows that currently and previously
disconnected young men report higher levels of mental
distress than currently or previously disconnected young
women, and these higher levels exceed those reported by
young men and women who have never been disconnected.
Forty-three percent of young men who were experienc-
ing disconnection at the time of the survey and 44 percent
of young men who have ever been disconnected reported
mental distress (i.e., characterizing their mental health as
“not good” for at least 14 of the previous 30 days). These
differences are statistically significantly higher than the
rates reported by young men who have not experienced
disconnection. Twenty-two to 31 percent of disconnected
young women also reported mental distress, but we found
no obvious relationship between disconnection and mental
distress among young women, and these differences across
the groups of young women are not statistically significant.

In many cases, young men reported mental health
equal to or better than that of young women. For example,
about 25 percent of young men (compared with 31 percent
of young women) who have never experienced discon-
nection reported mental distress. Overall, levels of mental
distress in this population are cause for concern; however,
poorer mental health outcomes are concentrated among
young men who have experienced disconnection.

The categorization of mental distress based on the
BRESS is helpful for comparing across samples. But given
the high rates of mental distress reported by some groups,
we also examined the underlying data. As noted earlier, the
survey question asked participants to report the number of
days (out of the previous 30) when their mental health was
“not good,” and we grouped together responses of 14 days




FIGURE 3

Disconnected Young Men Spend Less Time in Person with Friends and Report Poorer Mental
Health Than Disconnected Young Women

B Mental distress

Young men
Never disconnected 25

Disconnected
at some point
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Young women
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SOURCE: This figure depicts ALP and AYP response data collected between February 12, 2026, and March 12, 2026. The sample includes 349 respondents aged 18
to 22. The results are weighted to be representative of the national population of young people (aged 18 to 22) after high school.

NOTE: Currently disconnected youth indicated that they were experiencing disconnection at the time of the survey (February—-March 2026). Mental health is coded
based on BRFSS: Respondents who indicated that their mental health was “not good” on at least 14 days in the previous month were considered to be experiencing
mental distress. Among young women, none of the differences shown are statistically significant (at the 10-percent level). Among young men, the differences in time
spent in person with friends are statistically significantly different across all three groups; the differences in mental distress are statistically significant between the “never
disconnected” and “disconnected at some point” groups and between the “never disconnected” and “currently disconnected” groups.




or more according to the BRESS definition of mental dis-
tress. When we examine in detail the days reported by
young men and women who are currently disconnected (as
of February-March 2026), the evidence suggests additional
differences by gender. About one-third (32 percent) of dis-
connected young men but only 18 percent of disconnected
young women reported no days of “not good” mental
health (see Table 2). By BRESS definition, these groups are
indicating good mental health, and like some of the results
in Figure 3, this result suggests that young men are more
likely to report good mental health than young women.
More than 40 percent of disconnected women (versus

20 percent of disconnected men) reported one to five days
of “not good” mental health; these groups, too, are report-
ing relatively good mental health. Therefore, the majority

of disconnected young people (59 percent of young women
and 52 percent of young men) reported relatively good
mental health. Another relatively large group of young
women reported that their mental health was “not good”
for 16-20 days; this group meets the definition of having
mental distress. But it is notable that nearly one-quarter of
disconnected young men, compared with 6 percent of dis-
connected young women, reported that their mental health
was “not good” for all 30 days of the previous month.

(No respondents indicated “not good” mental health for
26-29 days.) We interpret these results with a great deal

of caution because the sample includes only youth who
were disconnected at the time of the survey; thus, the sub-
samples are very small. But these results suggest the need
for further exploration of the patterns of mental health and

TABLE 2
Patterns in Reported Mental Health Differ Between Disconnected Young Men
and Women

Disconnected Disconnected
Number of Days Mental Women Men
Health Was “Not Good” (%) (%)
0 18 32
1-5 H 20
6-10 7 0
11-15 4 14
16-20 22 10
21-25 1 0
30 6 23

SOURCE: This figure depicts ALP and AYP response data collected between February 12, 2026, and March 12, 2026. The sample
includes 349 respondents aged 18 to 22; however, the results shown in this table are for only those respondents who had reported
being disconnected at the time of the survey (n = 45). The results are weighted to be representative of the national population of young
people (aged 18 to 22) after high school.

NOTE: The survey question reads, “Now thinking about your mental health, which includes stress, depression, and problems with emo-
tions, for how many days during the last 30 days was your mental health not good?” None of the participants selected 26-29 days.
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mental distress among the disconnected youth population.
And even in such a small sample, the fact that nearly one-
quarter (23 percent) of disconnected young men assessed
their mental health as “not good” on every single day of the
previous month is concerning.

A few caveats are appropriate when considering all of
our results. First, the results are based on a relatively small
sample; caution is appropriate, especially when interpret-
ing results that are not statistically significant. Second,
the survey directed respondents to relate their experiences
during their first year after high school, but survey data were
collected during a single period (February-March 2026).
Respondents’ experiences during that period and varying
time since high school could have affected their answers,
and in some cases, respondents’ recall could have been inac-
curate. Finally, the results reported in this paper are correla-
tions; they do not establish causality. However, these results
do reveal some previously unknown patterns in young adult
disconnection over time. Additionally, the results suggest
areas that could benefit from additional analyses (such as
the relationships between mental health, spending time in
person with friends, and disconnection). Next, we summa-
rize our key takeaways and recommendations.

Key Takeaways and
Recommendations

Short spells of disconnection are quite common among
American youth and likely reflect normal life transitions.
But relatively long periods of disconnection (six months or
more) also are fairly common. When we examine young
people’s experiences with disconnection from the end of
high school and beyond, the evidence suggests that about

Early identification of
young adults at risk of
experiencing the longest
spells of disconnection is
the key program design
challenge.

one-quarter of survey respondents indicated that they were
disconnected during the three-month period after high
school. But the rate of disconnection does not fall steadily
over time; nearly one in four young adults indicated that
they were disconnected for at least six months, and about
11 percent reported being disconnected for at least one
year. These results suggest that school-to-work transition
programs should differ from those targeting youth who
experience long-term disconnection. Indeed, disconnec-
tion can be viewed as similar to unemployment among the
broader U.S. population: Short spells of unemployment are
common; longer spells are tracked separately and typically
require more-intensive assistance. Early identification of
young adults at risk of experiencing the longest spells of
disconnection is the key program design challenge because
some of the same background factors predict shorter and
longer spells. Directors of youth programs should develop
and test screening tools to flag program participants who
remain disconnected for longer periods.

1



Men and women may experience disconnection dif-
ferently. For some young men, disconnection appears to be
linked to spending time alone and to reporting “not good”
mental health on a daily basis. The majority of young men
experiencing disconnection also reported that they spent
no time in person with friends over the previous week.
This answer differs from those given by other young men
and by all young women surveyed. In some of our earlier
work, which focuses on the educational and employment
aspects of disconnection in relation to geographical influ-
ences, we found few differences between young men and
young women (Wenger and Bonds, 2025; Wenger and
Bonds, 2026). But in our examination of longer-term youth
outcomes, we found different predictors of disconnection
for young men and women (Bonds and Wenger, 2025);
other recent work also points to differences in how young
men and women spend their time, especially when they
are disconnected (O'Rourke, 2026). No evidence suggests
that increasing rates of youth disconnection explain the
entire trend in loneliness among young adults, but there
is some evidence of interactions between the two. One
way to interpret the results presented in this paper is that,
especially for young men, not being engaged in education,
training, or work often implies disconnection from friends
and, perhaps, from the broader community. This may lead
to mental distress. Although the small sample size of dis-
connected youth in the AYP suggests a need for caution,
the relationship between disconnection and mental distress
(which appears to be strongest for young men) suggests a
need to focus on both educational and employment out-
comes and on social connection and mental health outcomes
in programs targeting disconnected youth. Indeed, these
results even suggest that programs designed to reduce youth

disconnection could also improve social connection among
young adults and, potentially, their mental health.
Disconnection appears more common in some periods
than in others. Our results suggest that surveys fielded at
varied times may produce different disconnection esti-
mates. Although postsecondary schools operate on a vari-
ety of calendars, high school academic years typically end
in the early summer. Therefore, summer surveys might
be expected to measure relatively high rates of disconnec-
tion than other surveys, because many youth report being
disconnected right after high school ends. Our results also
suggest an uptick in disconnection seven to nine months
after high school; this result may suggest that winter surveys
could be expected to find relatively high levels of disconnec-
tion among young adults. Therefore, year-round surveys,
such as the Current Population Survey or the American
Community Survey, could collect data that are more repre-
sentative than surveys fielded at a specific point in time. The
ALP and AYP response data on which we based our analysis
were collected in February-March 2026. Although we con-
structed our questions to gain information on disconnec-
tion during the first year after high school, our measure of
current disconnection (as of February-March 2026) may be
picking up some of the increase seen in disconnection rates
at the 7-9 month post-high school period (see Figure 2).
Thus, a survey fielded at a different point in time could find
a slightly lower rate of current disconnection (although we
suspect that the differences in age range and other aspects of
the sample are likely to matter more than the date of survey
fielding). This suggests that some caution is appropriate
when comparing rates of youth disconnection across differ-
ent surveys and that repeated surveys of disconnected youth
through the AYP or a similar year-round survey could yield
valuable information.
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Notes

1 For examples of such consequences, see Belfield, Levin, and Rosen
(2012) and Wenger and Bonds (2026).

2 Research using different data sources and covering slightly different
time frames and age groups generally estimates very similar rates of
disconnection (see Lewis et al., 2024; MaCurdy et al., 2024; and Wenger
and Bonds, 2025).

3 The AYP is a nationally representative panel of young people aged 12
to 21. For this survey, we supplemented the AYP sample with a sample
of young adults from the broader American Life Panel (ALP); doing so
allowed us to focus on 18- to 22-year-olds. However, the ALP did not
have a sufficient sample of 23- or 24-year-olds to allow us to extend the
age range of our analytic sample.

4 While some of our earlier research considered youth aged 18 to 24, we
note that researchers frequently produce qualitatively similar findings,
despite focusing on slightly different age ranges.

> We focus on youth who reported having left high school (either with
or without a credential). This means that our sample varies a bit from
samples commonly used in this type of analysis because the majority

of 18-year-olds reported attending high school at the time of the survey
(February-March 2026). This decision allowed us to focus on youth who
could have experienced disconnection from any time after high school
to the age of 22. Respondents could choose any combination of the
following activities: “Attending a 4-year college or university,” “Attend-
ing a 2-year community college,” “Enrolled in technical training or an
apprenticeship to prepare for a trade or profession,” “Taking a gap year
before college or university,” “Applying to school or training opportuni-
ties,” “Searching for work,” “Working full-time (35 or more hours per
week),” “Working part-time (fewer than 35 hours per week),” “Enlisted
in the military,” “Volunteering or missionary work,” “Pursuing other
educational or employment activities,” and “None of the above.”
Respondents were asked to indicate their activities in three-month peri-
ods for the first year after high school, as well as currently. Those who
had left high school less than a year prior were asked to indicate their
activities only in post-high school periods.

» «

»

6 Like all percentage values cited in this paper, this percentage is
weighted; the weights are designed so that the sample is representative
of the population (youth aged 18-22). Across the United States, there
are around 4.5 million young people of each age (U.S. Census Bureau,
Population Division, 2026). Because most 18-year-olds are still in high

school and our main analytic sample includes youth who have left high
school, our weighted statistics are for the post-high school 18-22-year-
old population.

7 Our sample includes individuals of various ages who have been out

of school for varying amounts of time. Therefore, we have different
amounts of information on each age group; some individuals have had
less time to experience disconnection (for example, those who have been
out of school for only six months cannot have experienced more than
six months of disconnection). Therefore, although it reduced our sample
size, we repeated this calculation for those who had been out of high
school for at least one year. This still included more than 60 percent of
the sample, and the results were very similar to those shown in Figure 1.

8 Respondents who reported experiencing at least six or nine months of
disconnection may have spent time in the interim in school or working;
we explore the flows into and out of disconnection later in the paper.
Given the structure of the survey, those who reported at least a year of
disconnection were reporting multiple three-month periods in a row.

® We recommend caution when interpreting the flows in Figure 2 after
the 10-12 month mark because many respondents had been out of school
for longer than 15 months; this means that the changes shown after the
10-12 month mark could have taken place over a longer period than the
other intervals in the figure. See our previous discussion on the structure
of the survey and the questions about disconnection and other activities
over time.

10 There is some overlap between the last three groups; for example,
some of the currently disconnected youth had been disconnected for at
least six months.

1 Broad evidence suggests that mental health (by this measure) has
degraded over the past two decades among Americans and that the
change has been sharpest among young people. See, for example,

Annie E. Casey Foundation (2026), United Health Foundation (2023),
and Wright et al. (2025). Also note that the overall BRFSS mental health
measures in the AYP reported in Table 1 track roughly with those
reported in the above cited sources and others.

12 The group that has experienced substantial disconnection is larger
than the group of currently disconnected youth (see Figure 1). This
could explain some of the differences in statistical significance.

13 Early parenthood is a predictor of disconnection for young women
(Bonds and Wenger, 2025). Table 1 does not include a measure of early
parenthood. Among survey respondents, young men are slightly more
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likely than young women to indicate that they have a child, but again,
the difference is not statistically significant, and there is no obvious
relationship between parenthood and disconnection (the sample likely is
not large enough to explore this topic in detail).

4 O’Rourke (2026) finds that young men experiencing disconnec-
tion spend more time alone than either disconnected young women

or young men who are employed or engaged in education or training.
This research uses the term not in education, employment, or training
(NEET) to describe youth experiencing disconnection and examines a
slightly different age range (16- to 24-year-olds) from the focus of this
paper. But given the low rate of disconnection among 16- to 17-year-
olds (Wenger and Bonds, 2025), the O’'Rourke (2026) findings are quite
applicable to our analysis.

15 These researchers focused on 18- to 34-year-olds across three dif-
ferent recession models and had sufficiently granular data to examine
those who had been out of work for at least a year. While the authors
reported a relationship between unemployment and mental distress in
their sample, they also noted that changes in unemployment over time
cannot fully explain the increase in the proportion of youth experienc-
ing mental distress.

16 For more information on loneliness trends among adolescents and
young adults in the United States, see Buecker et al. (2021) and Twenge,
Spitzberg, and Campbell (2019).
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About This Paper

Along the route through education and training toward employment,
many young people experience stretches of time when they search
without success for work or other opportunities, wondering what will
come next in life and lacking a formal plan. These periods of disconnec-
tion are costly for young people and for society. Designing programs to
serve the one in every three young adults aged 18 to 22 who experience
disconnection requires a better understanding of when and how discon-
nection occurs. In this paper, we use American Life Panel and American
Youth Panel response data from February—March 2026 to trace patterns
of disconnection among American youth, to increase the general under-
standing of who becomes disconnected and who experiences the lon-
gest spells of disconnection, and to specifically show how disconnection
relates to social interaction and mental health.

This paper will be of interest to many practitioners and policymakers,
especially those working at the state or local level in programs that
focus on education, workforce development, general youth services,
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