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Preface 

At no time in history have the power and potential 
of the world’s young people been so dramatically 
on display on the world stage. As Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton put it recently in remarks at a 
youth forum in Tunisia: “Young people are at the 
heart of today’s great strategic opportunities and 
challenges, from rebuilding the global economy to 
combating violent extremism to building sustain-
able democracies.” 

Each one of the world’s 1.2 billion young people ages 15 to 24 
holds the potential to lead productive independent lives and 
contribute positively to society. Yet far too many lack the skills 
and opportunities to stay in school, obtain and keep a decent 
job, and become constructively engaged in their community. 
Today’s young people simply don’t have the resources or 
support they need to succeed in an increasingly competitive, 
complex, and often threatening world. 

Let’s face it. Time is running out if we want to turn the global 
“youth bulge” into an economic and social asset. A “youth 
bonus” could well pay out dividends for decades to come in 
terms of productive lives; thriving families, communities, and 
local economies; and a more peaceful and equitable society. 
But to get there, we need concerted, organized action that 
will lift us beyond today’s array of pilot youth development 
programs to a place where significant investments are made in 
proven practices and programs that can then be taken to scale. 
Only then can we develop long-term, systemic change that is 
the basis of true sustainability.  

The only way to bring about this tipping point toward sustainable 
progress is through public–private partnerships. Fortunately, 
corporate, government, and civic leaders increasingly recognize 
the need to mobilize the necessary resources to defeat poverty 
and close the opportunity gap for the largest-ever youth 
cohort to enter the global marketplace. We are grateful to 
corporations such as Microsoft Corp. that are taking the lead 
in the private sector to help build multi-stakeholder alliances 
for youth development worldwide. But we must continue to 
make a compelling argument for many more partners, in every 
sector, to join those already committed to the cause.  

It is in this spirit of making the case for dramatically greater 
investments in today’s young people that we are releasing this 
paper. It presents an overview of the barriers that stand between 
young people and their opportunities for a decent livelihood. 
The powerful data summarized here are presented from a 
regional perspective to buttress our call for a global approach 
to action. We aim to dramatically expand opportunities in the 
areas of education, employment, and civic engagement. 

We hope this paper will further encourage the efforts of 
policymakers, program implementers, development experts, 
and youth leaders alike, as together we build a society in which 
every young person has a real chance to learn, work, and lead. 

Bill Reese
President and CEO
International Youth Foundation

March 2012
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IntroductIon

Young people everywhere have a right to expect that their transi-
tion into adulthood will be accompanied by an opportunity 
to become engaged, healthy, and productive members of their 
communities. Although many youth are succeeding, millions of 
others are not. Many youth struggle to overcome the array of in-
dividual, community, national, and transnational disadvantages 
that deny them a fair chance at a decent livelihood. The primary 
message of this paper is that private-sector enterprises, govern-
ments, donors, development organizations, and youth them-
selves must join forces at every level and work in partnership to 
equip young people with the resources they need to succeed in 
21st century labor markets. And we must do so quickly. 

There are already more than 1 billion people ages 15 to 24 on 
the planet, comprising the largest youth cohort in history. This 
disproportionally high number of young people, known as the 

“youth bulge,” will swell to 1.5 billion by 2035. Whether the 
high number of youth represents a potential threat to global 
stability or a “demographic dividend” with which societies 
prosper depends on how decisively we act to ensure that young 
people have opportunities for dignified livelihoods.  

A key challenge to preparing youth for viable livelihoods is the 
rapid pace at which new technologies are changing the nature 
of work in every economic sector from agriculture to industry 
to services. Young people today need resources that in the past 
may have been desirable and even advantageous, but today 
are simply essential. Manufacturing jobs that a generation ago 
required manual skills and perhaps basic literacy now require 
a more advanced set of skills. A February 2012 story in the 
Washington Post, for example, described a factory in Michigan 
that has been trying for seven months, with no success, to fill 
several vacancies with skilled workers who can operate and 
program computerized machinery.1  

Preparing youth for productive employment in the 21st centu-
ry means ensuring they have access to the following resources:

A quality education. In developing economies, secondary 
education is now considered the minimum level required to 
obtain employment that will pay an adequate wage. Youth 
in advanced economies need some form of post-secondary 
education. Yet globally, only 56 percent of students enroll in 
upper secondary school, and there are extreme disparities both 
among regions and within countries regarding school comple-
tion rates. Educational quality is another serious concern, as 
many youth complete their education lacking proficiency in 
basic skills, such as literacy and numeracy. These youth are 
highly disadvantaged in new economies. 

Marketable technical skills. The need for a workforce that 
possesses a complete set of 21st century skills is critical in 
developing and advanced nations alike. To stay competitive, 
create jobs, and grow economies, employers around the 
globe depend on a workforce with the skills to exploit the 

full potential of new technologies. According to employers, 
however, young people complete secondary school and even 
tertiary education lacking the level of technical skills that 
enterprises need.

Life skills. Young people today must be mentally and emotion-
ally prepared to work in environments that require lifelong 
learning and frequent adaptation. The capacity to think criti-
cally, solve problems, communicate effectively, and work in 
teams are some of the life skills highly valued by employers, 
but these skills are not addressed effectively in most formal 
educational curricula. 

Jobs. The economic crisis struck youth around the world with 
extreme force, and they face enormous challenges regaining 
their footing. Nearly 75 million young people were unem-
ployed in 2011, and some countries saw a youth unemployment 
rate of 50 percent. In many parts of the world, more youth are 
entering the labor market than ever before. To make up for 
jobs lost during the economic crisis, and to provide productive 
opportunities for those in or entering the labor market, includ-
ing youth, the ILO estimates that 600 million jobs will have to 
be created over the next decade.2  

Decent working conditions. Approximately 50 percent of 
workers worldwide have jobs with long hours, low pay, and 
few or no benefits and protections. Young people, particularly 
women, are far more likely than adults to find themselves in 
such jobs. Such employment leaves young people at risk of ex-
ploitation and abuse, and it inhibits productivity and long-term 
growth. Low-quality jobs without advancement opportunities 
do not allow young people to work their way out of poverty. 
Globally, youth are nearly one in four of the working poor.3 

Entrepreneurship opportunities. In parts of the world where 
the formal private sector is not developed enough to provide the 
number of jobs needed for those seeking work, entrepreneur-
ship can be a means by which youth earn their livelihood. Many 
young people show the aptitude and desire to build their own 
businesses and could put to good use support for enterprises 
that enable them to escape poverty. But to create decent work for 
themselves and possibly for others, they need training, funding, 
mentoring, and a conducive policy environment.  

Further, any individual youth’s access to the above resources 
can depend on local manifestations of prejudices, stereotypes, 
and cultural expectations regarding age, gender, race, ethnic-
ity, immigrant status, physical ability, and socioeconomic class, 
among others. These dynamics subtly and deeply influence 
the kind of work that young people believe is appropriate to 
undertake, regardless of their individual talents or actual com-
munity needs. Actions to provide opportunities for youth must 
include steps to combat prejudices and stereotypes so that 
young people are able to imagine and create positive futures for 
themselves and their societies.
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This paper presents an overview of the above barriers to youth 
livelihoods as they appear in six regions. Although each barrier 
is discussed in the context of a particular region—we present 
the issue of educational quality in an overview of youth in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, for example, and we discuss 
working-poor youth in the context of Asia—it will be clear by 
the end of the paper that no barrier to opportunity is unique 
to any region or country. The collection of disadvantages that 
thwarts the dreams of youth exists in all countries, rich and 
poor alike, in varying proportions. 

Low-QuaLIty SchooLIng In LatIn 
amerIca and the carIbbean  

Opportunity begins with education. According to the Eco-
nomic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, 
completing secondary school is the educational threshold that 
dramatically increases the odds that youth will obtain jobs 
that pay well enough to keep them out of poverty, and it is a 
stepping-stone to higher education.4 But to fulfill these pur-
poses, education must be of high quality. In the Latin America 
and Caribbean region (LAC), more young people than ever 
have access to education, but too many drop out of school or 
graduate without having acquired even basic skills. 

Young people in LAC have been the beneficiaries of a con-
certed effort over the past two decades to increase access to 
education.5 Spending on education as a percentage of GDP has 
risen in most countries.6 Most are close to achieving universal 
primary education, and on average, young people now com-
plete nearly eight years of schooling.7 Despite these important 
gains in access to primary education, the level of skills youth 
need to find decent work and to avoid poverty are generally im-
parted during secondary education. In this regard, LAC faces 
several challenges. 

Low Educational Attainment and Achievement

One challenge is a low level of educational attainment, or com-
pletion rates. Approximately 89 percent of young people in the 
region enroll in secondary education, but fewer than one-half 
complete it.8 Although there are variations among countries in 
the region regarding gender parity, on average young men and 
women in LAC complete secondary school at the same rate; 
in fact, young women are more likely to complete secondary 
school than young men. However, there are other persistent 
disparities in educational attainment that reflect social inequal-
ities. For example, only 58 indigenous youth graduate from 
secondary school for every 100 nonindigenous youth, and only 
44 youth who live in rural areas graduate for every 100 urban 
youth. Income inequalities in the region are the worst in the 
world—in 2010, incomes of the wealthiest 10 percent were 
32 times that of the poorest 10 percent9—and income has the 
most drastic affect on levels of educational attainment: only 28 

youth from low-income families graduate for every 100 youth 
graduating from high-income families.10  

Another challenge for LAC is educational achievement, or 
ensuring that youth complete school with a level of knowl-
edge and skills that will enable them to engage productively 
in society and in the workforce. One measure of educational 
achievement is the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), which makes international comparisons 
among 15-year-old student levels in reading, math, and science. 
The most recent results signal an urgent need to improve the 
quality of education while encouraging secondary completion. 
In the three subjects tested by PISA,

•	 Latin American and Caribbean countries ranked in the 
bottom third in all three subjects.

•	 30–80 percent of students performed at the lowest level in 
all subjects.

•	 Poor students in the region performed more than two 
grade levels below their wealthier peers in reading.11 

The region has a clear need to improve levels of educational 
attainment and achievement. But in the meantime, its national 
economies must continue to compete in global markets. Will 
secondary education provide young people in LAC with the 
advanced skills they need to compete in 21st century labor 
markets? A look at Brazil suggests an answer. 

New Skills for New Markets in Brazil 

Brazil is the world’s sixth largest economy and accounts for 
39 percent of wage earners in LAC.12 Brazilian enterprises 
increasingly incorporate new technologies to stay competitive 
in global markets. The use of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) in Brazil has potential for major growth, which 
could increase productivity across sectors.13 The service sector 
is the traditional user of ICTs, but new technologies are increasingly 
important to other growth sectors in Brazil, as well, such as 
machinery manufacturing, transportation (including air transport), 
environmental technologies, agriculture, and mining.14 Technology 
skills will also be in great demand as the country prepares to host 
the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympics. 

Brazilian enterprises need a trained and educated workforce 
to innovate, grow, and generate well-paying jobs. But 
according to the World Bank, approximately 40 percent of 
firms in Brazil have difficulty finding qualified staff to fill their 
job vacancies. World Bank researchers found that a firm’s 
difficulty in finding qualified people to fill vacant positions 
was directly associated with its use of new technologies.15 Yet, 
although Brazilian employers have difficulty hiring qualified 
staff, nearly 18 percent of youth are unemployed.16  

Not surprisingly, having a good job in Brazil is correlated with 
having a high level of education.17 Youth who find jobs after 
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completing only their secondary education may not earn 
higher wages than workers with only a primary education.18 
On the other hand, those who complete tertiary education 
earn 156 percent more than those who complete secondary 
education.19 Currently, tertiary students are only 3 percent of 
all students enrolled in Brazil.20 

Preparing youth for decent employment in the changing 
workscape will mean exposing them to ICTs throughout their 
education. In 2010, 56 percent of Brazil’s primary through up-
per secondary schools had Internet access, and national goals 
include ensuring that all schools with 100 or more students 
have Internet access.21 These efforts notwithstanding, the 
digital divide remains wide in Brazil, particularly along income 
lines. Among middle school students, for instance, only 2.5 
percent of poor students used computers at school, compared 
with 37 percent of students from wealthier families.22 Similarly, 
among the 39 percent of Brazilians who had access to the In-
ternet in 2009, only 0.5 percent were in Brazil’s lowest income 
group, compared with 77 percent of wealthier people.23 

Technical/vocational education and training may be one way 
for disadvantaged students to acquire the skills needed in to-
day’s labor market. In 2011, 401 federally financed vocational 
institutes in Brazil imparted technical skills to more than 
400,000 students in an array of subjects, from plumbing to 
systems analysis. These institutes offer a continuum of courses, 
from remedial coursework in basic literacy and numeracy to 
educational tracks that culminate in doctoral degrees. The 
government hopes to open 150 more vocational institutes 
by 2015, and still others are being improved.24 For another 
approach to preparing youth for 21st century labor markets, 
see box 1.

As technologies become increasingly important in jobs in 
every sector, underserved youth, particularly those from poor 
families, could be further disadvantaged if they are not offered 
opportunities that help them overcome educational deficits 
and prepare them for jobs in the new marketplace. 

a SkILLS mISmatch acroSS the 
mIddLe eaSt and north afrIca 
In contrast to Latin America and the Caribbean, where higher 
education increases opportunities for employment, youth in 
the Middle East and North Africa region (MENA) who have a 
university degree are more likely to be unemployed than their 
less-educated peers.26 The situation in part reflects a mismatch 
between the jobs young people prepare for and the realities of 
local job markets. Civil service jobs in MENA are declining, 
but many young people continue to invest in education that 
readies them for administrative work in the public sector, while 
the private sector struggles to expand. 

Young, Educated, and Unemployed 

The youth unemployment rate in MENA is the highest in the 
world (see figure 1).27 As the figure shows, youth unemploy-
ment in the region is not an effect of the global recession but 
has been a constant for two decades, despite advances in 
educational attainment.28 Gender disparities in employment are 
also the highest in the world. Among women 15 to 24 years old, 
only 15 percent are working in the Middle East and 16 percent 
are working in North Africa.29 To avoid increases in unemploy-
ment rates, the ILO estimates that 15 million new jobs will have 
to be created in the region each year for the next decade.30   

Bridging the Gap between Market Needs 
and Youth Skills

Launched in 2001, entra21 demonstrates how 
combining market-driven youth training and 
comprehensive support services can meet the 
needs of youth, employers, and developing 
economies. Funded by the Multilateral Invest-
ment Fund of the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank, the International Youth Founda-
tion, and other partners, entra21 provides 
disadvantaged Latin American and Caribbean 
youth ages 16 to 29 with the employment 
training and job placement services they need 
to increase their employability and secure 
decent jobs. By the end of phase 1 in 2007, 75 
percent of entra21’s 19,650 participants were 
either back in school or working six months 
after program completion, 78 percent of those 
employed had formal contracts, and 74 per-
cent earned minimum wage or better.25 By the 
end of phase 2 in 2011, entra21 had provided 
116,000 youth with job training, life skills and 
job-seeking skills, and internships.

Assessments of entra21’s effectiveness cited 
the following factors as key to its success:

•	  Tailoring training programs specifically to 
market needs and trends and adjusting 
those programs as market changes occur. 

•	 Helping young people aquire the skills, 
attitudes, and confidence needed to suc-
ceed in the workplace.

•	 Including an ICT component to help close 
the digital divide.

•	 Providing internships and job placement 
services. 

Box 1 

2
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Ninety-five million people in the region—one out of every 
five—are youth.31 The disproportionate number of people ages 
15 to 24 in MENA offers a window of opportunity to boost 
economic growth in the region—but only if young people 
have access to decent work. 

However, the private sector is not yet developed enough to 
generate the number of jobs needed in the region, and not 
enough of the jobs created require advanced skills. There-
fore, the private sector cannot fully capitalize on the region’s 
university graduates. Figure 2 shows rates of unemployment 
among people with more than a secondary education in several 
countries in the region. 

Informal Sector Employment

Many of the jobs that are available to youth in the region are 
in the informal sector. In the Middle East and North Africa, 
informal sector jobs tend to be unregulated, so they pay less than 
similar jobs in the formal sector and involve worse working con-
ditions, such as few or no benefits or protections. Not surprisingly, 
there is enormous dissatisfaction in the region over the quality 
of jobs available. Among youth surveyed by the ILO, 58 percent 
reported dissatisfaction with the availability of good jobs.32 

Informal sector employment, also known as vulnerable employ-
ment, has been rising in the region. Since 2007, the number of 
workers in such jobs increased by more than 1 million in the 
Middle East. Women’s employment is especially likely to be in 
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Figure 1. Global youth unemployment rate, 1991–2011

Figure 2. Unemployment rates among populations with 
secondary education or above (various years)

Source: The Road Not Traveled: Education Reform in the Middle East 
and North Africa, Washington, DC: World Bank, 2008, table 7.1. 
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this sector. In North Africa, 55 percent of women were in vul-
nerable work, compared with 32 percent of men; in the Middle 
East, these rates were 42 percent for women and 27 percent for 
men.33 According to the World Bank, young people in the region 
have high rates of informal sector employment, which begin 
to fall when they reach age 25, stabilizing at 20–30 percent for 
workers 45 and older. Many youth in the region are entering the 
labor market through informal employment and transitioning 
into public-sector—not private-sector—employment.34  

The Lure of Public-Sector Employment 

The combination of an underdeveloped private sector and an 
undesirable informal sector leads many youth to seek work in the 
public sector, which historically has been the largest employer 
in nations in the region. Research confirms that young people 
prefer to seek work from government employers because these 
jobs offer relatively high pay as well as better benefits, working 
hours, and job security. Many youth also note that government 
employers adhere to employment laws better than private-sector 
employers. A survey of youth in the Jordan Valley, for example, 
found that more than 70 percent hoped for a government job.35 
Women, in particular, value public-sector employment.36  

Unfortunately, the number of public-sector jobs has been 
decreasing for three decades as nations in the region take steps 
to encourage job creation and to compete in the global market-
place.37 At the same time that public-sector jobs are contract-
ing, expansion of the private sector is hindered in part because 
young people, anticipating government jobs, study humanities 
or social sciences at tertiary levels, rather than subjects that 
could better support growth of the private sector. ILO research 
concluded that IT skills and entrepreneurship training would 
better serve the region.38 High-level technical training in 
science, technology, and engineering are particularly needed. 
Private-sector engagement with universities can help educators 
develop forward-looking curricula that address the region’s 
development needs (see box 2).

In addition to jobs that require university degrees, the region 
also needs workers in the skilled trades, such as mechanics, 
electricians, and plumbers. These skills could be transmitted 
through vocational training at the tertiary level. However, edu-
cators and employers in the region confront a social dynamic 
called “the culture of shame,” which refers to an aversion by 
youth to train for and accept jobs in the trades, which are 
considered inferior and of low prestige. Men in particular may 
avoid these jobs, believing it will hurt their chances at marriage. 
Although there is a clear need for these types of workers and 
other skilled manual laborers, there are few interventions in 
the region aimed at transforming the culture of shame so that 
young people feel free to pursue these types of careers. Al-
though women may feel freer than men to accept jobs with low 
prestige, gender expectations prevent women from training for 
many types of needed vocations. 

Poor LIfe SkILLS In centraL and 
eaStern euroPe
The situation in central and eastern Europe is in many ways 
opposite from that of the Middle East and North Africa. 
Instead of facing a rapid increase in its youth population 
and the need to create jobs for them, the region has been 
experiencing a dramatic decline in its working age population. 
The Russian Federation alone currently loses 700,000 people 
a year, in part through emigration and poor health outcomes. 
Compared with many other parts of the world, central and 
eastern Europe also has a legacy of high access to education 
from primary through the tertiary level.39 Ninety-four percent 
of boys and girls are enrolled in primary education, and the 
region has the lowest percentage of out-of-school children (2 
percent) outside of North America and Western Europe.40 
(There are notable exceptions, however, as shown in box 3). 
Further, the region has high rates of university graduates in the 
fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, 
highly coveted by employers worldwide. 

Despite these comparative advantages, employers in the re-
gion make an observation that sounds all too familiar: Young 
people are not adequately prepared for work opportunities.41 

Private Sector / University Partnerships

Under the USAID seed-funded Education and 
Employment Alliance, Egyptian NGO Nahdet 
El Mahrousa launched the Career Entrepreneur-
ship and Development Office (CEDO) at Cairo 
University’s Faculty of Engineering in 2007.

CEDO was established to supplement the 
academic education of engineering students 
and recent engineering school graduates with 
life-skills and workplace readiness training. As 
a result of substantial contributions from the 
Egyptian public sector (office space for the cen-
ter) and support from numerous international 
and Egyptian private-sector partners (including 
Samsung, Cisco, Procter & Gamble, SODIC, 
Vodafone, and Mobinil), CEDO has expanded 
beyond the Faculty of Engineering and now 
serves multiple campus faculties on Cairo 
University’s campus. Importantly, CEDO’s many 
corporate partners also provide internships and 
work opportunities for center beneficiaries. 

Nahdet El Mahrousa has begun to generate 
income to help cover the center’s operating 
costs and is in the process of expanding the 
CEDO model throughout the Egyptian public 
university system.

Box 2

3
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Although job growth in central and eastern Europe is increas-
ingly in skilled positions in the service sector, the mismatch of 
skills between young people and available jobs in the region is 
not merely technical in nature. 

Life Skills in Demand

In 2008, 40 percent of the region’s private-sector employers 
in middle-income countries believed that low skills in the 
workforce were a constraint on economic growth.43 Traditional 
and innovative enterprises alike especially value life skills (also 
known as soft skills) in employees (see figure 3). Skills that em-
ployers believe enhance workplace effectiveness include criti-
cal thinking, problem solving, conflict management, showing 
respect for self and others, making healthy life choices (such as 
avoiding substance abuse), and civic responsibility. But these 
are not skills traditionally addressed by the curricula of central 
and eastern European schools. 
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Figure 3. Employers’ valuation of worker knowledge and skills in Poland, 2009 

Source: Skills, Not Just Diplomas: Managing Education for Results in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, Washington, DC: World Bank, 2012. ©World 
Bank. Reprinted with permission.

Roma Face Marginalization

One of the largest minorities in Europe, 
Roma confront the effects of widespread 
marginalization. Although most youth in 
the region enjoy high access to educa-
tion, Roma youth experience poor access 
to quality education and have levels of 
educational attainment that are far below 
regional averages. In Romania, for instance, 
an estimated 30 percent of Roma children 
do not enroll in fifth grade, and in the 
majority of central and eastern European 
countries, only 20 percent to 25 percent of 
Roma enroll in secondary school.42

Box 3
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No formal studies aptly quantify gaps in life skills, but anec-
dotal evidence suggests that if youth do not possess these skills 
before they apply for jobs, they have few opportunities to ac-
quire them. Most enterprises in the region have little capacity 
to provide in-service training of any kind to employees; in fact, 
rates of employer-based training in the Russian Federation are 
some of the lowest in the world.44  

Providing opportunities to learn life skills—particularly to 
people who are unemployed and economically inactive, as well 
as to those who slipped through the cracks (such as school 
dropouts)—is a World Bank priority recommendation for 
most nations in the region.45  

Poor Health Threatens Russian Federation’s 
Economy

The Russian Federation has an urgent need to equip young 
people with the life skills to avoid risky behaviors that may 
diminish their capacity to be productive adults. Russia’s de-
mographic decline, which is resulting in an increasingly older 
population, puts enormous pressure on youth to maintain 
national productivity through consistent lifetime participation 
in the workforce. At the same time, Russian youth are coming 
of age in a culture in which poor—even deadly—health be-
haviors are normalized. Poor health in the Russian Federation 
threatens more than individuals and families; it also threatens 
the nation’s economic growth. The World Bank states unequiv-
ocally that “the poor health status of Russia’s economically 
active adult population—its human capital—is imperiling 
sustainable economic and social development.”46 Poor health 
habits diminish productivity through absenteeism, job loss, 
decreases in labor supply, and death.

Russia has the highest youth mortality in Europe; nearly 
36,000 people ages 15 to 24 die each year.47 The probability 
that a 15-year-old Russian male will die before he is 60 is more 
than 40 percent. Russian youth have high rates of death from 
violence related to the use of alcohol and illicit drugs.48 A UN 
report indicates that youth who use illicit drugs begin using at 
around age 14. As in other parts of the world, drug use is as-
sociated with addiction, prostitution, homelessness, and other 
threats to individual and community safety.49  

Arguably a bigger problem among youth is the use of legal 
substances. Youth in the Russian Federation have high rates 
of alcohol and tobacco use. This is not surprising, given that 
the Russian Federation as a whole has the world’s highest rates 
of risky drinking as well as the highest percentages of alcohol-
related deaths: One of out five deaths among men is related 
to alcohol abuse.50 The legal age to buy tobacco and alcohol is 
18, yet 27 percent of boys ages 15 to 18 smoke (76 percent are 
exposed to secondhand smoke at home), and 30 percent of 
teenagers drink.51 A WHO study observed that using legal sub-
stances is “an integral part of day-to-day life” for Russian youth, 

and that many young people in Russia approved the use of to-
bacco and alcohol among their peers.52 What’s more, substance 
use is associated with mental health issues. Approximately one 
in five Russian Federation youth have depression, and suicide 
rates are increasing for boys and girls. Russian Federation men 
ages 15 to 19 have a very high suicide rate of 39 per 100,000.53  

Giving youth the information and life skills they need to make 
healthy choices is essential, as few youth-friendly services are 
available. According to the WHO, “In general, the health care 
system as it is today is not equipped to address the specific 
needs of adolescents and young people in the area of reproduc-
tive and sexual health, mental disorders and risky behavior 
prevention.”54 For one way to serve youth, see box 4.

Empowering Youth to Protect Their Health

The Youth. Empowerment. Success. program, 
funded by the Wm. J. Wrigley Jr. Company 
Foundation, brings life-skills training to un-
derserved youth in the Russian Federation, 
Poland, and elsewhere, helping young people 
acquire the personal resources they need to 
transition into adulthood as healthy, produc-
tive citizens. Life-skills training includes help-
ing youth develop health awareness, confi-
dence and effective communication skills.

One participant in the Wrigley Y.E.S. program 
said that he learned crucial “refusal skills” as 
a result of the training. “Previously I had been 
asked to participate in dangerous situations 
and I could not say no,“ he said. “Now I can.”55 

Box 4

dISengaged youth In north 
amerIca and weStern euroPe
Even should young people possess the education, technical 
training, and life skills discussed above, they remain extremely 
vulnerable to unemployment and long-term joblessness. This 
is clearly demonstrated in North America, Western Europe, 
and other developed economies where, as a result of the 2007 
economic crisis, unemployment rates for youth soared from 
13 percent in 2008 to 18 percent in 2010, the sharpest rise on 
record for any part of the world.56 Large numbers of young 
people without connections to work or school are at risk of 
becoming disengaged from society. 

4
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High Unemployment

Youth unemployment was high throughout the Western 
region as a result of the economic crisis, and youth in some 
countries were hit especially hard. European youth experience 
higher unemployment than youth in the United States, for 
example (see figure 4). Nine European countries had youth 
unemployment rates of more than 25 percent in 2010. In 
Spain, unemployment among 15- to 24-year-olds reached 42 
percent, a twenty-one point increase since 2008. In the United 
States, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that fewer than 
one-half of youth aged 16 to 24 were working during the 
summer of 2011, the lowest rate since 1948.57 Unemployment 
rates varied significantly within countries, as well, with some 
youth more at risk than others (see box 5). 

Figure 4. 2010 youth unemployment rates, selected countries 

(% of labor force)

Source: OECD Employment and Labour Market Key Tables, 2011. 

Western youth not only faced high rates of joblessness, they 
also experienced long-term unemployment. In 2010, nearly 
23 percent of unemployed youth in the region had been out 
of work for one year or more.58 Many have given up and have 
left the labor market altogether. Some, perhaps, went back to 
school. But a significant portion of young people in developed 
economies are entering adulthood disengaged from any pro-
ductive activity whatsoever. There are so many of these young 
people that a new phrase has been coined to describe them: 
Not engaged in employment, education, or training (NEET). 
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North African Immigrants in France

French youth have endured high unem-
ployment for some time. During the years 
2003–2008, youth unemployment ranged 
from 18 percent to 23 percent.59 Approxi-
mately one-third of youth in France—
nearly 4 million youth—were unemployed 
for more than one year in 2010.60 

For youth with at least one immigrant 
parent, the employment outlook is even 
worse. On average, the employment 
rate in France is 18 points lower for 
these youth.61 Immigrants with African 
origins are especially likely to have dif-
ficulty transitioning from education to 
work in France. University graduates 
with North African backgrounds have 
a 27 percent unemployment rate. One 
study found that young people with 
North African backgrounds were more 
likely to be unemployed, or, if employed, 
were more likely to have only short-term 
contracts compared with people who 
have native French or Southern European 
backgrounds.62 Similarly, an ILO study 
measured discrimination in numerous 
employment sectors and found that 
young people with African origins were 
summarily rejected for consideration ap-
proximately 50 percent of the time, and 
bias was in favor of the applicant with 
perceived European origins four out of 
five times.63

Box 5

Out of Work, Out of School

In 2010, an estimated 11 percent of young people ages 15 to 
24 in North America and Western Europe were not engaged in 
education, employment, or training (see figure 5).64 Although 
NEET youth are diverse in many respects, in general, they are 
more likely than other youth to live in a poor household, have 
low levels of educational attainment, have immigrant or ethnic 
minority status, or have a disability.65 Many NEET youth have 
parents who are illiterate in local languages, have low levels 
of education, or may have never worked in the formal sector. 
These young people, therefore, may lack role models for the 
life skills that are required in formal sector employment, and 
they are unlikely to have access to the social networks through 
which work opportunities are often found. 
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Figure 5. Youth not in education, employment, or training, 

selected countries, 2010 (% of age group)
School, Socioeconomics, and Success: A 
Look at the United States 

The multifaceted, self-perpetuating nature of disadvantage is 
perhaps more clearly revealed when looking at a country that 
enjoys a global advantage on many fronts. More than 4 million 
young people were unemployed in the United States in 2011, 
and although rates for men and women were similar (approxi-
mately 18 percent), rates among racial groups reflected vast 
disparities. Fifteen percent of Asian youth were unemployed in 
2011, compared with 16 percent of white youth, 20 percent of 
Hispanic youth, and 31 percent of black youth.69  

Levels of educational attainment have a great influence on 
the likelihood of finding a job. People who do not complete 
secondary education are not only far less likely than those who 
graduate from high school to find work, they are also far less 
likely to find work in today’s economy than they were in years 
past (see figure 6). This trend is continuing. Georgetown Uni-
versity estimates that by 2018, 62 percent of the U.S. workforce 
will require some college, up from 28 percent in 1973.70 The 
market’s need for skilled workers further disadvantages youth 
who have not completed at least a secondary level of education. 

Figure 6. U.S. labor force participation rate of high school 

dropouts (in year they dropped out)
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NEET youth can quickly become disengaged and marginalized 
from society. As one woman in the UK remarked, “If you are 
not working, in training, or in college, you might as well be a 
thief.”66 Long-term unemployment and social marginalization 
puts these youth at risk of teen pregnancy, substance abuse, 
and of perpetrating or becoming victims of crime. At the very 
least, these young people are at risk of never developing their 
talents and capacities.

When young people become disengaged from school and 
work, the present and future costs to society are large in terms 
of government services, criminal justice expenditures, and lost 
tax revenue, among other costs. A conservative estimate that 
considers only the costs of NEET youth alienation from the 
European labor market shows that absorbing just 20 percent of 
NEET youth into the labor market would save nations in the 
European Union more than €21 billion a year collectively.67  

Similarly, a 2012 study by Belfield, Levin, and Rosen on NEET 
youth in the United States estimated that for each disengaged 
youth, the immediate social burden amounted to $37,450 per 
individual per year, until the individual turned 25, at which 
point other costs accrued. The social burden includes lost earn-
ings, public expenditures on health (such as Medicaid), and 
other factors. Belfield and colleagues calculated that the social 
burden for the 2011 cohort of 6.7 million NEET youth will 
amount to $4.75 trillion.68  

Source: America’s Youth: Transitions to Adulthood, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2011.

Approximately 16 percent of youth ages 18 to 24 in the 
United States—more than 6 million young people—have not 
completed high school. Risk of dropout is associated with 
household poverty, race, and immigrant status. For example,  
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5 percent of white students drop out of high school, compared 
with 18 percent of Hispanic youth.71  

Success in school, in turn, is associated with income. In the 
United States, the gap in standardized test scores between 
youth from high- and low-income families has been growing 
for fifty years and now is nearly two times the achievement 
gap between black youth and white youth.72 However, it is 
important to remember that poverty disproportionately af-
fects racial minorities. Compared with the 14 percent of white 
youth who live in poverty, rates among nonwhite youth are 
dramatic: 21 percent for Asians and Pacific Islanders, 27 per-
cent for Hispanics, 29 percent for American Indian and Alaska 
Natives, and 31 percent for blacks.73 For older youth, the 
chances of living in poverty are directly associated with levels 
of academic attainment, particularly for women (see figure 7). 

Box 6 presents one group’s work to help disadvantaged young 
people prepare for and access good jobs.

young, workIng,  
and Poor In aSIa
For Asian youth, access to decent work is a serious challenge. 
Twenty-four percent of working youth in Asia live in poverty. 
One factor is the region’s highly uneven levels of education 
and literacy, which are strongly predicted by gender, geography, 
and caste. Another reason for high rates of working poverty 
among youth is the region’s large share of vulnerable work, 
which is prevalent across Asia (see figure 8). 

The ILO estimates that 70 percent of working-poor youth are 
engaged in the agricultural sector, which remains the largest 
sector in Asia. Jobs in the agricultural sector are frequently 
informal, may offer no protections or access to safety nets, and 
may put workers at risk of exploitation and abuse. Agricultural 
work requires low skills and may be dangerous, seasonal, and 
insecure. Although agriculture is crucial to rural economies, 
productivity is relatively low. In China, for example, more than 
38 percent of the nation’s workforce is in agriculture, although 
the sector is the smallest portion of the GDP (see figure 9). In 
such economies, significant disparities can separate residents 
of urban and rural areas, as is the case in China. 
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Partnering for Youth

Year Up, a U.S. nonprofit organization, col-
laborates with corporations and governments 
to provide low-income youth ages 18 to 24 
with the skills and opportunities they need 
to obtain decent work. Young people enter 
the intensive one-year training program with 
a high-school degree or equivalency. During 
the first 6 months in the program, partici-
pants receive classroom training on an array 
of business and ITC-related technical skills, 
such as using Microsoft Office and Outlook, 
hardware repair, and network support. Youth 
also receive life-skills training in classes such 
as working in teams, conflict resolution, and 
work/life balance. 

Qualified participants then embark on a 
6-month internship, in which they earn college 
credits and a stipend. They receive an array of 
other supports, as well, including mentoring 
and access to social services. More than 5,000 
youth have graduated from the program since 
2000, of whom 84 percent were employed or 
attending college within 4 months of complet-
ing the program. The average wage of those 
employed is $15 per hour. 

Source: www.YearUp.org

Box 6

5

Source: America’s Youth: Transitions to Adulthood, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2011.

Figure 7. Percentage of 18- to 24-year-olds in poverty, by sex 

and educational attainment, 2009
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Figure 8. Vulnerable employment shares, by region (%)

China’s Rural–Urban Divide

China became the world’s second largest economy in 2010. Its 
rapid growth has led to major reductions in the nation’s levels 
of illiteracy, poverty, and unemployment. The percentage of 
people in extreme poverty fell from 36 percent in 1999 to 16 
percent in 2005, and the number of people living under US$2 
per day has also declined dramatically.74  Despite impressive 
gains overall, disparities in access to education and training 
opportunities, primarily between urban and rural areas, lead to 
unequal opportunities later in life. Of the 225 million people 
ages 15 to 24 in China, about 61 percent live in rural areas.75 

Approximately 90 percent of Chinese youth complete secondary 
education; however, young people in rural China have education 
levels that are much lower than that of their urban counterparts.76  
Approximately one-half of youth in rural China complete lower 
secondary education or less, whereas in urban areas, young 
people tend to have at least a high school education. 

A survey by the ILO found that most young people in all areas 
who do not complete lower secondary school (junior high) 
leave school because of financial hardship, followed by a failure 
to pass qualifying exams. Of those who cited failing exams as 
a reason for dropping out of school, 70 percent were in rural 
areas, suggesting that the quality of schooling in China’s rural 
areas is poor.77

Children of migrant workers face particular problems accessing 
quality education. Migrant workers may move to urban areas to 
escape poverty and vulnerable employment in the agricultural 
sector, but doing so may mean that their children cannot enroll 
in school. In Beijing in 2009, one-third of migrant children 
could not enroll in public schools because of residency registra-
tion requirements. Some children of migrant workers attend 
informal schools set up to serve migrant families, but the educa-
tion in these alternative schools may be of low quality.78 

Unequal access to basic education increases disparities in rates 
of enrollment in higher education. Seventeen percent of urban 
youth in China attend university, compared with 5 percent of 
rural youth, and urban youth are also more likely to attend vo-
cational school (27 percent versus 20 percent, respectively).79  
Overall, young women have slightly higher education levels 
than young men, in part because they have fewer employment 
opportunities. 

Low Education Levels Hinder India’s Youth

About 20 percent of India’s population, or about 240 million 
people, are youth ages 15 to 24. The government of India 
recognizes that a barrier to capitalizing on India’s demographic 
dividend is the low educational level of its youth population.

On average, young people in India receive just over seven years 
of education. But levels of educational attainment are strongly 
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Figure 9. GDP and labor force in China, 2011

Source: Data from CIA World Factbook.
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predicted by caste, class, and gender. The wealthiest 20 percent, 
for example, attend eleven years of school, whereas the poorest 
quintile averages only four years. Girls in India’s rural areas av-
erage fewer than three years of education. Girls from scheduled 
tribes and castes report that stigmatization and social exclusion 
frequently prevent them from attending school.80   

Basic literacy remains a significant problem. An estimated 
270 million people age 15 and older are illiterate in India. In 
comparison, China, the country with the second highest 
number of illiterate adults, has 71 million illiterate adults.81 
Young women ages 15 to 24 are twice as likely as young men 
their age to be illiterate. Among working youth, approximately 
one in four is illiterate, and fewer than one in five completes 
secondary education.82

The education deficit is not filled by technical/vocational 
education and training (TVET). Only 6 percent of urban 
youth and 3 percent of rural youth attend TVET at the second-
ary level. Attendance rates for girls have declined since 1999, 
and currently fewer than 25 percent of girls in India attend 
vocational training. In addition, the quality of vocational train-
ing is often low. One study showed that 60 percent of TVET 
students were still unemployed three years after graduation.83  

ICTs have promising applications for education delivery in the 
country. Such initiatives must be tailored to regional differences, 
and teacher training in the use of ICTs is crucial to a program’s 
success. (See box 7 for a successful approach to teacher train-
ing.) Infrastructure, particularly Internet access and reliable 
electricity, remains a challenge, especially in rural India.84 

a need for entrePreneurShIP  
In Sub-Saharan afrIca
Like young people in Asia, youth in sub-Saharan Africa face 
enormous challenges accessing decent livelihoods. Although 
youth unemployment rates are relatively low—12.5 percent, 
compared with a 26 percent youth unemployment rate in the 
Middle East, for example—it would be a mistake to look at 
these rates and conclude that the work lives of young people in 
sub-Saharan Africa are more secure than those of their peers 
in other countries.85 The fact is that in sub-Saharan Africa, ex-
treme poverty forces many young people to work to contribute 
to their family’s day-to-day survival.

A Hidden Crisis 

Rather than being unemployed, young Africans are underem-
ployed. The overwhelming majority of workers in sub-Saharan 
Africa—76 percent—are working at low-skilled, low qual-
ity jobs that do not pay enough to lift them out of poverty.86 
Seventy-two percent of youth in the region live on less than 
US$2 per day.87 The need to work long hours to earn enough 

to survive prevents young people from investing their time 
or resources in acquiring the education or training that could 
prepare them for a better-paying job for the future. 

Currently, 2.2 million youth in sub-Saharan Africa enter the 
labor market every year. These young people are entering a 
labor market in which 70 percent of the job growth has been in 
vulnerable employment: unpaid work in family enterprises, or 
self-employment in the informal sector (see box 8).88   

Conditions are likely to become more precarious as the num-
ber of youth in the region continues to balloon. From 2010 to 

Uganda’s Informal Sector

With the majority of Uganda’s working youth 
employed in the informal sector, one USAID-
funded study, YouthMap, provides a useful 
snapshot of the types of employment in that 
sector. Reported legal occupations include 
operating boda-bodas (bicycle taxis), brewing 
alcohol, petty trading, hairdressing, domestic 
work, casual labor, and political mobilizing. 
Illicit youth activities in the informal sector in-
clude prostitution, gambling, brewing alcohol 
without a license, selling drugs, and livestock 
raiding. Describing factors driving youth to 
take illicit work, study participants cited pov-
erty, survival, and lack of other opportunities.

Box 8

Empowering Teachers, Students, and  
Communities

Microsoft’s Project Shiksha demonstrates 
the exponential impact teacher training can 
have on students, schools, and communities. 
Launched in 2003 as the first phase of the 
Partners in Learning initiative, Project Shiksha 
has trained over 700,000 government teach-
ers to date. Through the project, educators 
receive comprehensive IT training, learning to 
incorporate technology to improve classroom 
instruction and promote IT literacy in India.

Project Shiksha-trained teachers train other 
teachers and work to dissolve the digital 
divide in villages across India. To date, it is 
estimated that Partners in Learning has ben-
efited more than 32 million of India’s students, 
reached 15 million of its citizens beyond the 
classroom, and connected 2 million educators 
worldwide in an online professional network.

Box 7

6
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2015, the number of youth in sub-Saharan Africa will grow by 
more than 19 million.89 

To address the increasing need for decent work for youth, na-
tions will need to support the development of private-sector 
jobs that offer living wages, benefits, and protections. Yet, de-
spite the region’s relatively favorable economic outlook, even 
rapid growth in the number of formal sector jobs will not be 
enough to create the 15 million new jobs that are needed each 
year just to avoid an increase in unemployment.90  

What’s more, even should jobs in the private sector grow, most 
youth will remain unqualified to fill them. Providing basic edu-
cation in literacy and numeracy is still a challenge in the region. 
Just 77 percent of students enroll in primary education, by 
far the world’s lowest percentage. Primary school completion 
rates, especially for girls, are dismal. Only 41 percent of boys 
in sub-Saharan Africa enroll in secondary education. For girls, 
the enrollment rate is 32 percent.91 For global comparisons, see 
figure 10.  

In the foreseeable future, the informal sector is where young 
people are likely to earn their living. As a World Bank paper 
states, “Informal will be normal.”92 Therefore, attention must 
be paid to improving the earnings, productivity, and working 
conditions in the region’s informal sector.

Figure 10. Gross enrollment in secondary school as percent 

of relevant age group, 2009 (%)

Making Decent Work for Youth

Given the dominance of informal economies in sub-Saharan 
Africa and the sector’s expected growth, youth employment 
programming and policies must provide young people with the 
tools to succeed in those economies, including entrepreneurial 
training, support, and start-up capital; technical and vocational 
training geared to each country’s specific labor market needs; 
and the regulatory frameworks that protect informal sector 
workers and promote entrepreneurship (see box 9). 
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Funding Entrepreneurship 

With start-up costs one of the most persistent 
barriers to youth entrepreneurship, it is useful 
to consider CARE’s microfinance experience 
in sub-Saharan Africa. A pioneer in the field, 
CARE has launched more than 54,000 Village 
Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA) in 
Africa serving more than 1 million members 
since 1991. Grounded in Africa’s tradition of 
informal savings cooperatives, VSLAs are self-
funded, self-governed associations to which 
members are required to make small, regular 
deposits and in return are eligible to receive 
small loans at reasonable interest rates. While 
the VSLAs receive no capital investment from 
CARE, the organization’s initial support and 
comprehensive training program ensures 
VSLA members have the skills to succeed in 
microenterprise and in VSLA governance. 
Although CARE’s VSLA initiatives have largely 
focused on women’s economic empower-
ment, those efforts have in turn inspired 
VSLAs formed by men and youth. 

In its 2009 report evaluating microfinance 
models and best practices, CARE cited the 
VSLA approach for its simplicity, adaptability 
for less educated or illiterate populations, 
emphasis on group solidarity, and its lack of 
capital and physical infrastructure require-
ments. In short, VSLAs may hold significant 
promise for promoting youth entrepreneur-
ship in the informal sector as well as address-
ing gender inequities in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Through its ACCESS AFRICA program, CARE 
is creating a more conducive environment for 
entrepreneurship at all levels. Launched in 
2008, ACCESS AFRICA proposes to increase 
VSLA membership to 30 million members in 
39 African countries, strengthen microfinance 
institutions, and address national policies that 
limit the poor’s access to financial services. 93 

Box 9
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In addition, and in conjunction with other initiatives, youth 
must be encouraged to rethink their mindsets and to be open 
to exploring opportunities for decent work or self-employment 
in a small enterprise. Programs that empower youth, develop 
their leadership potential, and provide opportunities for 
community service can fill gaps in experience, bolster their 
employability, and nurture a sense of their ability to improve 
conditions in their communities and shape their own futures. 

South Africa: Apartheid’s Legacy 

As a middle-income country with a more developed formal sector 
than many in sub-Saharan Africa, South Africa presents interest-
ing contrasts. In 2010, South Africa’s total unemployment rate 
was approximately 25 percent. One in two economically active 
youth was unemployed, four times the rate of the region.94 In 
addition, approximately 34 percent of South African youth 
aged 15 to 24—3.5 million youth—were neither in school 
nor working.95 Explaining South Africa’s comparatively higher 
unemployment rates, the ILO points to a range of factors 
including apartheid’s legacy of substandard education; the 
inability of educational institutions to adapt to the needs of a 
new economy; capital intensity in manufacturing, mining, and 
other sectors; unprecedented power shortages affecting indus-
try; and the impact of the global financial crisis.96 

Despite its high unemployment rates, South Africa’s informal 
sector is small compared with that of other sub-Saharan African 
countries, representing only 36 percent of total employment.97 

In explaining this difference, the ILO again cites the legacy of 
apartheid policies that discouraged entrepreneurship, particularly 
among black South Africans.98 However, the informal sector is 
expected to grow as the lack of available jobs in the formal sector 
forces people to turn to the informal sector for opportunities.

actIon ItemS
This paper is a call to action. Using information found in scores 
of excellent studies, books, reports, conference presentations, 
and databases, this paper summarizes barriers to opportunity 
for youth in wealthy and poor countries alike. Although it is 
important to understand the nature of the problem, it is more 
important to grasp the pressing need for an immediate and 
large-scale response. We are quickly approaching the point at 
which we will be unable to mitigate the wide-ranging, negative 
effects of our failure to respond to the needs of youth. 

The multifaceted, international nature of the youth livelihood 
challenge means that our approach must be collective, mas-
sive, and global. In response to the challenge, we invite the 
following actions.

Public and private sectors, youth, and civil society

•	 Form partnerships within and across sectors.

•	 Collaborate at a scale that matches the size of the challenge. 

Policymakers 

•	 Ensure that all secondary education is high quality and 
standards based.

•	 Design tertiary educational curricula that keep pace with 
current market needs.

•	 Create incentives for enterprises to make internships, 
apprenticeships, and on-the-job training available to 
disadvantaged youth.

•	 Implement policies that provide adequate workforce 
training opportunities to youth who are out-of-school and 
out-of-work. 

•	 Establish policies that facilitate youth-run businesses, 
such as reducing barriers to starting a business and 
increasing access to credit and other business services.

•	 Implement policies that establish decent working 
conditions for youth.

•	 Implement policies that reduce discrimination and 
protect youth. 

Bi- and multilateral donors 

•	 Invest in quality secondary and vocational education 
programs that prepare youth for lifelong learning.

•	 Support demand-driven skills training programs that 
show results.

•	 Fund appropriate impact evaluations. 
•	 Invest in public–private partnerships that take proven 

practices to scale.

Private-sector enterprises 

•	 Partner with secondary, vocational, and tertiary 
educational institutions to ensure that graduates are 
prepared for 21st century employment opportunities.

•	 Offer mentoring and internship opportunities to young 
people.

•	 Create youth-friendly workplaces with advancement, 
career guidance, and continuous-learning opportunities. 

NGOs and civil society 

•	 Identify and implement proven practices at large scale.
•	 Experiment and innovate with new models that use 

technology effectively and that reduce costs without 
sacrificing impact and evaluate results.

•	 Collaborate with the private sector to create demand-
driven training.

•	 Work closely with vulnerable youth to strengthen 
their competencies in preparation for employment or 
entrepreneurship opportunities.  

Youth

•	 Advocate your own needs and aspirations in schools, in 
your communities, and in the workplace.

7
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•	 Recognize the need to be continuous learners because 
the needs and challenges of the workforce are constantly 
changing.

•	 Seek out career guidance at schools and from mentors so 
that your career interests match what the market has to offer.

•	 Consider starting your own business, particularly where 
good employment opportunities are limited.

•	 Raise your aspirations and beliefs about what is possible 
for you in terms of livelihood opportunities.

•	 Let go of prejudices you may hold about certain 
employment opportunities, as good jobs are available in 
all types of sectors. 

•	 Don’t give up. 

In addition to the recommendations above, the field of youth 
livelihoods would benefit from the development of an index 
or another instrument that distills key indicators of youth 
well-being into a succinct assessment of our progress. Includ-
ing young people’s perceptions of their own lives in the index 
would be vital. Such a tool could stimulate action as well as 
provide clear and useful information on the state of youth to 
an array of audiences around the world. It could help shape a 
global vision of youth as assets, as the foundation of our shared 
prosperity, and provide a way for all of us to be held account-
able for how youth are faring.

Barriers to youth opportunity are not going to disappear on 
their own, and the need to address them is more urgent than 
ever. Although some view the youth bulge as a potential threat 
to stability, it could be a genuine demographic dividend for the 
world. A smart investment in the productive capacity of today’s 
youth could pay economic and social returns for years to come. 

Young people are eager to work with those who will help make 
their world a better place. Despite facing high levels of unem-
ployment or underemployment, despite confronting discrimi-
nation in the labor market, despite having creative ideas yet no 
funding to pursue them, despite the onslaught of challenges 
they see before them, IYF research and field experience with 
some of the most disadvantaged young men and women in the 
world reveal that youth maintain a resilient optimism for the 
future, a startling level of hope. As we determine whether and 
how much to invest in young people, let us take their trust in 
the future into account.  
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afterword 
We are members of the largest cohort of young 
people the world has ever seen, and we are proud 
of the positive changes that our generation has 
helped to create in communities and countries 
around the globe. But we are also painfully aware 
that the doors of opportunity are closed to far too 
many of our peers who are seeking to take their 
rightful place in society and the workplace.  

This report confirms in often dramatic detail the wide range of 
barriers that continue to severely limit the lives and potential 
of a significant proportion of today’s young people, whether it’s 
inadequate schools that ill-prepare them for success in a highly 
competitive global economy or the mismatch between outmod-
ed job training programs and the skills demanded by local and 
global businesses. Even more damaging, perhaps, is the ongoing 
marginalization of young people in the civic and political life of 
their countries. This study goes beyond identifying the obstacles 
standing in the way of young people’s social and economic em-
powerment; it also clearly identifies ways to address those barriers. 

>

Note: These young social entrepreneurs are all current or former members of the International Youth Foundation’s Board of Directors.

Many youth today are not waiting on the sidelines to make a 
difference in their communities or to emerge as tomorrow’s 
leaders. They are already a powerful force for progress and 
development in their communities. Young people have the 
energy and the fresh ideas to contribute toward solutions for 
even the toughest problems facing our world. And they know 
such ambitious goals cannot be achieved alone.   

So on behalf of our brothers and sisters around the world, we 
heartily embrace the findings and call to action of this report. 
We know that working in partnership with government, cor-
porate, and civil society leaders is absolutely essential for real 
and sustained advancements to be made in changing the lives 
of young people around the globe. So we intend to hold our-
selves—and our partners in the public, private, civil sectors—
accountable for moving from “business as usual” to the next 
level of investment and commitment needed to substantially 
improve young people’s lives. The time to act is now. 

Bernise Ang
Founder, sync.inc
Singapore

Raghda El-Ebrashi
Founder, Alashanek  
ya Balady Associa-
tion for Sustainable  
Development  
Egypt

Naadiya Moosajee 
Co-Founder, South 
African Women in 
Engineering  
South Africa

Benita Singh
Co-Founder,  
Mercado Global
United States of 
America

Adam Smith
Former CEO,  
Foundation for  
Young Australians
Australia
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