POLICY PATHWAYS

The Financial Lives of Young People: How Economic Stress
Shapes Mental Health — and Where States Can Act

HOPELAB



The Financial Lives of Young

People: How Economic Stress 57% of U.S. adults

rate their finances

Shapes Mental Health — and as “fair” or “poor”

Where States Can Act

As families navigate the impact of the rising cost of living and lack of

Young people are
absorbing the stress

affordable housing, financial stress is not just an economic issue; of their household’s
it is a youth mental health issue with long-term implications. financial reaIiT\/.

States play a crucial role in supporting community infrastructure,
safeguarding programs that help families meet their basic needs, and
co-designing solutions with young people.

RESEARCH

Research from Hopelab, in partnership
with Data for Progress, examines how
financial strain is shaping young people’s
mental health and future outlook. From
July 8 t0 19, 2025, Data for Progress
conducted a national survey of 1,304 web
panel respondents aged 13 to 24. Quota-
based sampling was employed for
recruitment, ensuring diverse
representation across key
demographics, including age, gender
identity, and race/ethnicity. The research
explores the intersection of financial
strain, mental health, and sources of
hope.

Read the full report: hopelab.org/
stories/financial-strain/

INSIGHTS

Expand access to support programs

that help families meet basic needs:
Meals for K-12 students, free or low-cost health care,
child care, camps, stable housing

Invest in trusted relationships and

community spaces:

Schools, YM/WCA, Boys & Girls Club — places
where young people feel safe, affirmed, and
connected

Listen directly to young people:
Co-design solutions that respond to their lived
experiences; provide partnership not just programs
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THE FINANCIAL LIVES OF YOUNG PEOPLE

Stability Starts with the Essentials: When Families

Strugele, Young People Feel It 'Too

For many young people, the skyrocketing cost of essentials like
housing and groceries has furned basic survival into a constant
source of financial anxiety. Food security is a complex, systemic
problem rooted in structural inequities that no individual can solve
alone. Robust public investment in safety net programs is essential
for millions of Americans living in food deserts or facing economic
barriers. These programs fill gaps in young people’s access to food,
health care, and basic support, and often serve as a pathway to
stability.

63% say difficulty affording basic
neccessities directly harms their
mental health, citing worry,
pressure, and constant stress.

POLICY RECOMMENDATION

+ Modernize safety nets by expanding access to
essential needs like nutrition. By adopting policies
similar to lllinois’ SB 1298, which classifies college
enrolliment as a qualifying activity for SNAP, or Texas’
SB 725, which facilitates campus food panfries,
leaders can directly mitigate food insecurity.
Removing these barriers allows young people to
focus on their education and long-term stability
rather than the immediate anxiety of basic survival.

Read Hopelab’s research report: bopelab.org/ stories financial-strain,

“My parents fight a lot about
money and stupid stuft. It’s so loud
and tense at home.”

—BLACK TEEN GIRL EXPERIENCING
FINANCIAL STRAIN

“Everything costs incredibly too
much right now, [I] can’t even
enjoy the little things in life
anymore without feeling guilty of
throwing money away.”

—WHITE YOUNG ADULT WOMAN
EXPERIENCING FINANCIAL STRAIN

supermarkets, and corner stores.

Policy in Practice: Delaware SB 254 established the Delaware Grocery Initiative fo expand access to healthy
foods in the state’s food deserts and areas at risk of becoming food deserts, awarding grants and financial
assistance to organizations that provide affordable, accessible, or healthy food, including food banks and pantries,

Starting in 2023, California, Colorado, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico, and Vermont,
provide free school meals to all public school students regardless of income.
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THE FINANCIAL LIVES OF YOUNG PEOPLE

Debt Shouldn’t Be a Rite of Passage: Investingin
Young Pegple Starts with an Affordable Education

As college tuition rates soar, so does the average college
graduate’s debt, both of which are financial stressors on
young people today. College tuition and the potential
subsequent debt can be burdensome financial stressors for
young people. With access to quality, affordable
education, young people can earn higher wages, meet
workforce qualifications, and experience a higher
quality of life.

Only 29% of financially
strained young people feel
confident they can afford
college, compared with 62%
of their more comfortable
peers.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

- Stabilize the cost of higher education
through “tuition locks.” States can freeze
tuition for incoming students and standardize
aid offers. These steps provide the financial
predictability necessary to reduce the debt-
related mental health burdens that currently
affect nearly half of all young people in financial
distress.

Read Hopelab's research report: hopelab.org/ stories financial-strain

Policy in Practice: A tuition freeze enacted by the 2023 Texas
Legislature prohibits any increase in undergraduate Texas-
resident tuition and fees for the 2023-2025 academic years. In
November 2024, Governor Greg Abbott issued a letter
extending the freeze for two additional years.

The rate of young people who said
their mental health was impacted
by debt (47% vs. 34%) was much
higher for young people in financial
strain.

“The biggest thing that’s
making my mental health worse
is having to fund my college
experience all by myself without
any outside help from family.”

—WHITE YOUNG WOMAN
EXPERIENCING FINANCIAL STRAIN
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THE FINANCIAL LIVES OF YOUNG PEOPLE

From Education to Employment: Bui/ding Pathways
Sfor Young People to Enter the Workforce

Limited entry-level opportunities and stagnant
starting wages directly restrict the earning
potential of young professionals. This lack of stable
employment creates a structural financial gap between
current income and the rising cost of living.

The rate of young people who
said their mental health was
impacted by the job market
(50% vs. 31%) was much higher
for young people in financial
strain.

POLICY RECOMMENDATION

“Succeeding in society is sO
much harder now than it was

« Prioritize “earn-while-you-learn” policies [before|. We can’t just buy a
and programs. Pairing apprenticeships with house or a car and things like
wraparound supports like transportation and that.”
career counseling can have a major impact on
young people. By integrating job training with
essential services, states can ensure young
professionals have the logistical and financial
foundation needed to enter the workforce and
achieve independence.

—WHITE YOUNG ADULT WOMAN
EXPERIENCING FINANCIAL STRAIN

“Older generations are
missing that the world is not
the same as it was when they
were our age. It is harder for
us to get jobs, have stable
relationships, and it’s
becoming harder for us to
take care of our well-being

Read Hopelab’s research report: bopelab.org/ stories/ financial-strain

Policy in Practice: Washington state SB 5582, focuses on
increasing the number of nurses, including expanding
educational opportunities and a pilot apprenticeship program

for home health aides. This legislation also pairs a plan from
community and technical colleges with efforts to build
relationships between employers and labor representatives.

Arizona SB 1113 established a continuing high school and
workforce training program for adult learners, including
supportive services such as transportation assistance, career
counseling, and job placement assistance.

due to the world making it
harder to have access to
health care and the price to
have good health.”

—BLACK TEEN YOUNG WOMAN
EXPERIENCING FINANCIAL STRAIN
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