Abstract

Many young adults in the United States face a poverty trap: limited earnings, high housing
insecurity, and scarce opportunities for skill development lock them into cycles of disadvantage.
Despite being the age group with the highest poverty rates, they are often excluded from the social
safety net. In partnership with the Los Angeles County Department of Public and Social Services, |
use a randomized controlled trial (RCT) to evaluate an intervention in which 300 individuals aged
18-24 receive $1,000 per month for three years, alongside the option to participate in a job-training
program. An additional 650 individuals served as the control group. Individuals in the sample are
economically vulnerable: 93% earned less than $600 per month at baseline, and 60% were
unhoused or vulnerable to losing their housing. Using six rounds of surveys and administrative data,
| find sizable improvements across multiple domains: food, housing, and financial security indices
increase by 0.2-0.3 standard deviations; psychological well-being improves by 8.5% on the Kessler-
6 scale; childbearing declines by nearly half; and felony arrests decline by 40%. Labor market
outcomes also improve—employment rises by 18%, monthly earnings increase by 30%, and job
satisfaction rises by 0.27 points on a four-point scale. Treatment participants accumulate
substantially more savings and assets, doubling net worth relative to controls by the program’s end.
Instrumental variable estimates exploiting random assignment to caseworkers indicate that job-
training, conditional on cash, amplifies these gains, raising employment by 20 percentage points
and monthly earnings by $240. The job-training program also had indirect effects on stability,
increasing cash savings further and reducing the number of times within 90 days that individuals
move residences. Taken together, my results suggest that cash and job-training are complementary
policies: cash alleviates short-term financial precarity, enabling young adults to invest in training
that generates longer-term gains.



