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Art Institute of Vancouver grad Lindsey Bolivar, 28, is proud of her interior-design portfolio but a full year of job-hunting has led to only two interviews.    WARD PERRIN/PNG
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Congratulations, Generation Y.
After several years of study ses-

sions and midterms, you survived 
relatively unscathed. You’re a post-
secondary graduate, the proud own-
er of a new bachelor’s degree.

Society seems to pat you on the 
back and now, you assure yourself, 
the next stage in your adult life can 
truly begin. But does it?

Today’s 20-somethings are tackling 
life at a different pace than those of 
previous generations. They’re hav-
ing a tougher time finding jobs, 
they’re staying at home longer and 
putting off parenthood for later.

“It doesn’t seem right or healthy 
that so many of us are delayed in 
our life plans or goals. I think it has 
an effect on you psychologically,” 
said Coriana Constanda. “Even as a 
27-year-old, I don’t feel like an adult 

or a grown-up.
“Those things are kind of incon-

ceivable to me right now.”
Being a young adult in 2013 is a 

drastically different experience 
than that of the previous genera-
tion. When most ‘baby boomers’ 
and Generation Xers were in their 
20s, they were likely to be working 
full-time at a stable job, married or 
living with a partner and well on 
their way to establishing a family.

Today, average wages for young 
people are down about 13 per cent 
from the mid-1970s, even though 
they’re twice as likely to have post-
secondary education. The unem-
ployment rate in B.C. for those 
between ages 15 to 24 has increased 
in recent years, from 7.7 per cent in 
2007 to 14.1 per cent in 2011, then 
dipping slightly to 13.2 per cent in 
2012. The unemployment rate for 
those in B.C. age 15 and up also 
reflect the same upward trend, from 

4.3 per cent in 2007 to 6.7 per cent 
in 2012. Employment rates have also 
gone down — 63.2 per cent of Brit-
ish Columbians were employed in 
2007 compared with only 60.6 per 
cent in 2012.

Difficulty in securing a job then 
means 20-somethings are living in 
their childhood homes for longer. 
Census data from 2011 shows 50.4 

per cent of men and 43.1 per cent of 
women in their 20s in Metro Vancou-
ver still live with their parents. This 
extended transitional stage of insta-
bility is also interfering with love 
lives — people are becoming first-
time parents much later. The aver-
age age of a first-time mother in the 
mid-1960s was 23.5 years. Today? 
That number is closer to 30 and up.

Set against an economy still on 
the rebound, it’s easy to see today’s 
young adults are nowhere close to 
where their counterparts were in 
the previous generation — but it’s 
not for lack of trying.

Lindsey Bolivar studied interior 
design at the Art Institute of Vancou-
ver and graduated last March with 
a 4.0 GPA. Her portfolio is ambi-
tious and overflowing with dramatic 
ideas, netting her the ‘best in show’ 
award.

The raw talent is evident in her 
work.

At most, Bolivar thought it would 
take six, maybe nine months to 
secure a junior design job with an 
architecture firm, based on anec-
dotal experiences of previous grad-
uates. 

Instead, it’s been a full year since 
the 28-year-old finished and of the 
30-plus resumés she’s sent out,  
only two have resulted in job inter-
views.

“It’s been really tough. I have 
applied for tons and tons of jobs. 
I’ve written extensive cover letters 
and put tons of time into it,” she told 
The Province. 

“I’ve had a couple of interviews 
… but I don’t have the experience 
they’re looking for so that’s been 
tough.”

While Bolivar’s current job in fur-
niture and houseware retail is loose-
ly related to her field, it’s still a far 
cry from what she thought she’d be 
doing a year after graduation.

Struggling to start their adult lives
generation Y:  Today’s 20-somethings find it tough to land jobs and get established

art institute of Vancouver grad Lindsey Bolivar displays her interior-design portfolio, which she hopes will help her land a job in her chosen field.  Ward Perrin/PnG
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“It’s hard … but I’m super confi-
dent in the quality of my portfolio 
and the work I’ve done,” Bolivar said, 
noting she’s even had trouble find-
ing a placement or internship that 
might help her gain experience.

McMaster University Prof. Wayne 
Lewchuk is an expert on labour stud-
ies and economics.

According to him, the changing 
labour market and economic land-
scape since the 1990s are something 
recent grads have no control over yet 
are impacting their chances of land-
ing a good job.

“It’s not that young people are dif-
ferent or too demanding ... but the 
reality is that the market they’re fac-
ing is a different one,” he said, not-
ing it’s unfair to blame the issue on 
a young generation for being ‘enti-
tled’ or ‘greedy’.

Lewchuk said it’s only fair for 
young job-seekers to be frustrat-
ed with today’s offerings, especial-
ly when employers aren’t offering 
much at all.

He noted employers now favour 
more flexible workforces that allow 
a company to respond to econom-
ic highs and lows. That means fewer 
long-term, pensioned, stable, entry-
level opportunities, and more short-
term, easy-to-cut contracts. The 
number of employers taking advan-
tage of full-time unpaid internships 
is “scandalous,” Lewchuk said.

“These young people are absolute-
ly right — the chance of them walk-
ing into a job at 22, 23 and staying 
there for 25 years is non-existent,” 
he said. 

“It’s becoming more and more 
difficult to be satisfied with what 
they’re offered.”

Constanda, who turns 27 next 
month, holds a bachelor’s degree in 
English literature and a masters in 
publishing. It took her almost a year 
after graduation — along with 50 
resumés and six interviews — before 
she finally snagged a job last week as 
a communications assistant.

Since the job search was so unsta-
ble, Constanda continued living at 
home while working a part-time job. 
Now, her main priority is to focus on 
establishing her career.

“You can’t even consider mar-
riage at this point, never mind kids,” 
she said. “These are things that still 
seem so far in the future.”

It’s not surprising to hear stories of 
people being forced to delay other life 
stages due to an extended job hunt.

UBC professor and social poli-
cy expert Paul Kershaw believes 
it’s a direct response to the difficult 
job market facing today’s 20- and 
30-somethings.

“Young people’s coping mecha-
nism is work and postponement (of 
marriage and parenthood),” he said, 
noting this demographic will soon 
find it tough to achieve the fami-
ly lifestyle enjoyed by the previous 
generation.

“This is a fundamental signal that 
the standard of living has dramatically 
declined for young people. They don’t 
have the same chances to transition 
into adulthood,” said Kershaw.

Boomer parents are now putting 

off retirement in order to support 
their adult children who are strug-
gling. The next generation will also 
face difficulty since their parents — 
current Gen Yers who struggled to 
find work and postponed having a 
family — will age before their chil-
dren are independent.

But not all hope is lost.
Surveys of recent grads suggest dif-

ferent fields of study can also yield 
vastly different results. Some 82 per 
cent of UBC’s bachelors of com-
merce graduates had found employ-
ment five months following gradu-

ation, while 34 per cent of bach-
elors of science forestry students 
received employment offers even 
before graduation.

A provincial student-outcomes 
survey also showed 90 per cent of 
mathematics majors who graduat-
ed in 2009 were in the labour force 
by 2011.

Even 86 per cent of those who 
majored in English literature — 
often touted jokingly as a ‘use-
less’ degree — were in the labour 
force two years following gradu-
ation, and among those, 90 per 

cent were employed.
And then there’s plain old deter-

mination.
Clinton Hallahan attended Simon 

Fraser University for English and 
political science, and graduated 
last spring. The 23-year-old kept 
data during his job search, and esti-
mates he sent out more than 650 
resumés between September 2012 
and January 2013 for positions in 
media, communications, retail and 
customer service.

Only two interviews resulted, the 
first of which came after a friend put 

in a good word. The second inter-
view netted him a marketing-co-
ordinator position in Calgary last 
month.

“It was definitely disheartening,” 
he said of the long search. 

While the job search took a lit-
tle longer than expected, Hallahan 
is determined not to let it affect his 
hopes and dreams.

“I think I’m lucky,” he said. 
“My employment status is not all 
I am.”
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■ Marion, 25, from Whitehorse 
BA in Philosophy, UBC 2011.
Job: Not-for-profit worker, 
Social Services. 
Income: Net $2,800-$3,000 a month.
Does your current job relate to your 
field of study? Yes. 
Rent: $1,530 a month 
(shared with partner).
Entertainment: $200.
Food: $500.
Transportation: $100 to $200 
(depending on car repairs).

■ Katy, 23 from Victoria
BA in Honours Geography, Mount 
Allison University 2011. 
Job: Worker at a firewood company.
Income: $700 a month.

Does your current job relate to your 
field of study? Yes.
Rent: $545 a month 
(shared with partner).
Entertainment: $40.
Food: $150. 
Transportation: $75.

■ Tim, 25, from Edmonton
BSc in Geology.
Job: Survey tech assistant.
Income: $2,250 a month.
Does your current job relate to your 
field of study? No. I also own a media 
production company, but it’s currently 
on hiatus while I look for a geology job.
Mortgage: $1,100 a month.
Utilities/condo fees: 
$600-$900 a month.

Other expenses: Maximum $700.

■ Katelyn, 24, from Calgary
BSc in Nursing, Vancouver Island 
University 2011.
Job: Registered nurse.
Income: Net $4,000 a month.
Does your current job relate to your 
field of study? Yes.
Rent: $530 a month. 
Utilities: $80.
Entertainment: $80.
Food: $420. 
Transportation: $269.

■ Mike, 29, from Toronto
BA Human Geography/Urban Studies, 
UBC 2009. 
Job: Telephone fundraiser.

Income: $1,950 a month.
Does your current job relate to your 
field of study? No.
Rent: $800 (utilities included). 
Entertainment: $200.
Food: $300. 
Transportation: $150.

■ Nicole, 25, from Ottawa
BA Communications, University of 
Ottawa 2011.
Job: Promotions co-ordinator/
assistant bar manager.
Income: $2,240 a month.
Does your current job relate to your 
field of study? Yes.
Rent: $487.
Entertainment: $600.
Food: $200.

Young people searching for ways to make ends meet in today’s unstable economy 

Simon Fraser University grad Clinton Hallahan, 23, sent out 650 job applications and got only two interviews, the second of which landed 
him a job as a marketing co-ordinator with a Calgary firm. The job market is competitive for people in their 20s.  — POSTMedIA NeWS


