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Introduction 
There are around 1.2 billion young people between the ages of 15 and 24 in the world today, 

comprising 17% of the global population. As the International Labour Organization has repeat-

edly mentioned, “they are supposed to be an important contribution as productive workers, 

entrepreneurs, consumers, citizens, members of civil society and agents of change, because 

their energy and capacity for innovation are priceless resources that no country can afford to 

squander.” 1 

Figure 1 

Share of youth in the population 

 

Source: United Nations, ‘World Population Prospects Revision Database’. 

But they need a strong social support to achieve it, because “young people are also extremely 

vulnerable. They face high levels of economic and social uncertainty. All too often, their full 

potential is not realized because they have no access to productive and decent jobs.”2 

The financial crisis has lead to weaken dramatically that protection in many places around the 

World, with negative implications for the whole society. “Youth unemployment and situations 

                                                   

1
 International Labour Office, ‘Starting right: Decent work for young people’ (2004). 

2
 Ibidem. 
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in which young people give up on the job search or work under inadequate conditions incur 

costs to the economy, to society and to the individual and their family. A lack of decent work, if 

experienced at an early age, threatens to compromise a person’s future employment pros-

pects and frequently leads to unsuitable labor behavior patterns that last a lifetime. […] Socie-

ties lose their investment in education. Governments fail to receive contributions to social se-

curity systems and are forced to increase spending on remedial services, including on crime or 

drug use prevention efforts and on unemployment benefits in the countries where they exist. 

All this is a threat to the growth and development potential of economies. Focusing on youth, 

therefore, makes sense to a country from a cost-benefit point of view. Young people might 

lack experience but they tend to be highly motivated and capable of offering new ideas or in-

sights. They are the drivers of economic development in a country. Foregoing this potential is 

an economic waste.”3 

The goal should be then to favour that the largest possible number of them can have access to 

a ‘decent job’. It is worth reminding here that, according to the report of the Director General 

of ILO where this expression was first used, a job with that denomination has to encompass 

four components: 

- employment, which covers work of all kinds and has both quantitative and qualitative di-

mensions (it applies not just to workers in the formal economy but also to unregulated 

wage workers, the self-employed and home workers), and also refers to adequate oppor-

tunities for work, remuneration (in cash and in kind), and embraces safety at work and 

healthy working conditions; 

- social protection, which includes social security and income security (defined according to 

each society’s capacity and level of development); 

- respect to worker’s rights (freedom of association, non-discrimination at work, absence of 

forced labor and child labor); 

- social dialogue, in which workers exercise their right to present their views, defend their 

interests and engage in discussions to negotiate work-related matters with employers and 

authorities.4 

In the Spanish language, the best translation for the expression ‘decent work’ would probably 

be ‘trabajo digno’, instead of ‘trabajo decente’ (which relates more to ‘honest work’). 

 

                                                   

3
 International Labour Office, ‘Global Employment Trends for Youth - Special issue on the impact of the global eco-

nomic crisis on youth’ (2010). 

4
 Dharam Ghai, ‘Decent work: Concept and indicators’, International Labour Review - Vol. 142 (2003). The concept 

of “decent work” was launched in these terms in 1999, in the Report of the Director-General to the International 

Labour Conference meeting in its 87th Session. 
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Present Situation 
The situation that the financial crisis has produced can be summarized by saying that “more 

than one-third of young people in the world are unemployed, have completely given up look-

ing for a job (discouraged) or are working but still living below the USD 2-a-day poverty line 

(the working poor).”5 As a recent ‘Employment Outlook’ report by the OECD has outlined, “un-

employment is a central risk factor for young people, which in the long-term threatens the 

overall integration of young people into society.”6 

Figure 2 

Employment and population ratio 

 

Source: ILO, ‘Trends Econometric Models’ (April 2010). 

Despite the decrease of young population (15 to 24) since 2007, the unemployment rate for 

them started growing that same year and, as the Youth Employment Network points out, “be-

tween 2008 and 2009, the number of unemployed youth increased by an unprecedented 4.5 

                                                   

5
 Committee on Economic Affairs and Development, ‘Reversing the sharp decline in youth employment’ (Doc. Doc. 

12626), Council of Europe (1 June 2011). 
6
 Thomas Kieselbach et al., ‘Youth Unemployment and Social Exclusion: Objective Dimensions, Subjective Experi-

ences, and Institutional Responses in Six European Countries’, University of Bremen (2006 revised version). 
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million. This remarkable increase is better visualized when compared to the average increase 

of the pre-crisis period (1997-2007) of less than 100,000 persons per year. The youth unem-

ployment rate also rose sharply during the economic crisis (from 11.6% to 12.7%) and has 

shown little improvement since its peak in 2010.”7 In the OECD area, the unemployment rate 

the first quarter of 2011 was 17.3% for young people compared with 7% for adults.  

Within the OECD, the problem is not only the number of underemployed and underemployed 

–the highest since the organization began collecting data–, but that the number of young peo-

ple in the rich world who have given up looking for work is at a record high too. 

Table 1 

Change in youth unemployment and total unemployment 1998-2008 

 Youth Unemployment (%) Total Unemployment (%) 

World  3.0   -0.4  

Developed Economies & European Union   -11.4   -1.0  

Central & South-Eastern Europe (non-EU) & CIS   -25.8   -5.7  

East Asia   -9.3   -0.5  

South-East Asia & the Pacific   21.1   2.2  

South Asia   27.5   1.1  

Latin America & the Caribbean   -5.9   -1.2  

Middle East   25.0   0.5  

North Africa   -1.5   -3.2  

Sub-Saharan Africa   14.7   -1.7 

Source: ILO, ‘Trends Econometric Model’s, (April 2010). 

 

                                                   

7
 Claudia Coenjaerts et al., ‘Youth Employment’, Youth Employment Network (2009). 
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The ‘scissors effect’ 
As early as January 2009, Stanicek already highlighted this new phenomenon that had 

emerged in the labor market as a direct consequence of it: the negative correlation of em-

ployment between younger people and seniors. While until 2006 there was a persistent posi-

tive correlation between the employments of young people and seniors (macroeconomic 

shocks affected employment at all ages in the same way), data collected in 2007 and 2008 

demonstrated a brutal breakdown of this correlation and the emergence of a completely new 

‘scissor’ effect. The employment of young people (under 25) and seniors (over 55) no longer 

evolved to the harmonized correlative way we had been used to observing over the last 50 

years, but the employment of young people literally collapsed, while the seniors’ actually in-

creased dramatically. His conclusion was that “the disruption between the employment of 

youth and older persons suggests that young people are the most vulnerable age group in the 

current crisis.”8 Looking back over the past two years, he could not have been more accurate. 

What are then the risks? The main difficulties young people usually find are “a higher chance 

of losing their jobs during economic downturns (‘last in, first out’), specific barriers to entry 

(often stemming from lack of experience) and path dependence (early unemployment in-

creases the likelihood of subsequent unemployment).”9 Moreover, “underutilization of young 

people in the labor market can trigger a vicious circle of intergenerational poverty and social 

exclusion”10, because it means not using the most dynamic and usually more educated seg-

ment of the local workforce completely and often forcing them to emigrate or find their way to 

violence and juvenile delinquency, to reduced self-esteem and discouragement leading to sub-

stance abuse and related health problems. In short, there possibilities to get a decent job tend 

to disappear. 

From there, Stanicek suggests a mechanism for providing subsidies to young entrepreneurs 

that “could also generate a new dynamic in Europe, not only economic but also political, inte-

grating into society potentially disruptive members of a lost European generation. It would al-

so be a new expression and a rebalancing of inter-generational solidarity, which today is ex-

pressed only in one direction, i.e. in favour of older people. Through their contributions to 

pension schemes and the gigantic repayments of public debt, young people are currently fi-

nancing the consumption and lifestyle of older people.”11 

                                                   

8
 Branislav Stanicek, ‘What policy-mix can be put forward to save European ‘lost generation’?’, European Ideas Net-

work (2011). 
9
 Kim B. Clark & Lawrence H. Summers, ‘The Dynamics of Youth Unemployment,’ NBER Working Papers 0274, Na-

tional Bureau of Economic Research, Inc. (1982); Richard B. Freeman & David A. Wise, ‘The Youth Labor Market 

Problem: Its Nature, Causes, and Consequences,’ NBER Books, National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc. (1982). 
10

 Claudia Coenjaerts et al., ‘Youth Employment…’ 
11

 Branislav Stanicek, ‘The scissors effect of the current recession’, IFFD Papers (2011). 
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Unemployment and Exclusion 
Some ILO reports have shown that there is a demonstrated link between youth unemployment 

and social exclusion. “An inability to find employment creates a sense of uselessness and idle-

ness among young people that can lead to increased crime, mental health problems, violence, 

conflicts and drug taking.” 12 

In that sense, lack of responsibility at work or in the family, lack of motivation to behave prop-

erly and having more free time result in a time bomb that makes irregular acts easier, up to the 

point that some researchers claim to have identified a causal link between increased youth 

unemployment and increases in crime, specifically property crime and drug offences and, con-

sequently, future employment prospects fall off a cliff for those who commit them. 

This tendency shows that all it not only about material indigence. In fact, social exclusion has 

been progressively attributed to different reasons. “Although income and financial assets are 

still considered key elements in achieving positive outcomes for children, social exclusion is not 

primarily concerned with either of them (or with disability) but rather with the broader range 

of capabilities people enjoy or fail to enjoy.”13 

We can say therefore that a new concept of social exclusion has arisen. “The new exclusion is 

exclusion from the lives, the understanding, and the caring of others.” 14  In the same direction, 

Kahn and Kamerman add that “this conceptual shift implies a change in perspective: from a 

static to a dynamic approach, from a one-dimensional to a multidimensional perspective, and 

also from a distributional to a relational focus.”15  Consequently, “social exclusion emerges as 

more dynamic, actor-oriented, multi-faceted and methodologically plural than poverty.”16 

 

 

                                                   

12
 International Labour Office, ‘Global Employment Trends for Youth - Special issue on the impact of the global eco-

nomic crisis on youth’ (2010). 

13
 Kahn and Kamerman, ‘The book Beyond Child Poverty: The Social Exclusion Of Children’, Columbia University 

(2003). 

14
 Dorling, ‘Should government have a Plan B; or, the inclusion of people in society?’, Twenty-First Century Society 

(2010). 

15
 Kahn and Kamerman, ‘The book Beyond Child Poverty…’. 

16
 Saraceno, ‘Social Exclusion: Cultural Roots and Diversities of a Popular Concept’, Institute for Child and Family Pol-

icy, Columbia University (2001). 
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Unemployment and Migration 
Youth unemployment has direct costs in much the same way all unemployment does: in-

creased benefit payments; lost income-tax revenues; wasted capacity. Some indirect costs of 

unemployment, though, seem to be amplified when the jobless are young. A United Nations 

report shows “that the majority of young migrants over the past two decades have moved to 

developed countries, that the number of young migrants in developing countries decreased 

between 1990 and 2000, and that the age distribution of all migrants is considerably older in 

developed countries than in the developing world, although in both regions the migrant popu-

lation is ageing. Therefore, youth migration is important in slowing the ageing of the migrant 

population and, consequently, the overall population of receiving countries.”17 

Table 2 

Change in number of foreign students 1999-2008 

Number of foreign students (thousands) 1999  2008  

World 1,635 100% 2,849 100% 

Developed countries 1,506 92% 2,406 84% 

Developing countries 130 8% 443 16% 

Africa 48 3% 79 3% 

Asia 128 8% 437 15% 

Latin America and the Caribbean 10 1% 47 2% 

Northern America 484 30% 624 22% 

Europe 840 51% 1,392 49% 

Oceania 124 8% 270 9% 

Source: United Nations DESA, ‘International Migration in a Globalizing World: The Role of Youth’ (2011). 

A new Migration Policy Institute report reveals the harsh impact the recession has had on im-

migrants world-wide, particularly men and youth.18 Among the study’s findings: 

- overall immigration to developed countries has slowed sharply as a result of the economic 

crisis –unregulated flows such as illegal immigration and free movement within parts of 

the European Union have experienced the largest decreases and the border agencies at 

the U.S. report dramatically fewer illegal entries; 

- immigrant-receiving countries have not resorted to protectionism –enforcement efforts to 

remove unauthorized migrants are up, however, in many countries, the U.S. government 

                                                   

17
 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs - Population Division, ‘International Migration in a 

Globalizing World: The Role of Youth’, Technical Paper No. 2011/1 (2011). 
18

 Demetrios G. Papademetriou et al., ‘Migration and Immigrants Two Years after the Financial Collapse: Where Do 

We Stand?’, Migration Policy Institute (2010). 
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deported 10% more unauthorized immigrants in 2009 than the year before, and Italy and 

France have increased enforcement measures. 

A significant example is Ireland, a country which re-emerged as a country of net emigration in 

2009 for the first time since 1995 — reporting the highest net outflows of both immigrants and 

natives in the European Union. 

Similar situations are approaching in other countries like Spain, where net emigration is due to 

decrease of immigrants from the developing countries (under-skilled), but also to the un-

precedented increase of emigrants to other European and American countries (over-skilled). 

There are in fact two different impact trends regarding youth unemployment in developed 

economies.  

Meanwhile, long-term high unemployment is predicted for migrants, and even high unem-

ployment among the most vulnerable of these groups (young emigrants) could persist for so-

me time, with long-lasting ‘economic scarring’ for more recently arrived immigrants who en-

tered the job market during the downturn. There are two streams of crisis impact when talking 

about youth employment in developed economies. There is the impact to the more educated 

youth, who during economic recessions face the inevitable consequence of longer periods of 

unemployment, lower wages and less than perfect job matches, as well as the danger posed by 

employers who are tempted to hire new graduates rather than the previous ones when eco-

nomic recovery starts to take off, as it happened in Japan 10 years ago. Young people unem-

ployed for a long time were channeled into “non-regular” jobs where pay was low and oppor-

tunities for training and career progression few. Employers seeking new recruits for quality 

jobs generally preferred fresh graduates over the unemployed or underemployed, leaving a 

“lost generation”, in the words of a recent OECD report. 

On the other side, there is even more cause for concern about another group of young people 

during times of crisis. These are the unskilled youth are most at risk of detaching themselves 

from the labor force to remain dependent on the State for the remainder of their lifetime. In 

reaction, most youth employment policy agendas in developed countries contain active labor 

market policies that target the long-term unemployed and “discouraged” 19 youth, especially 

during the recession.20 

                                                   

19 
Cfr. OECD, ‘Off to a good start? Youth labour market transitions in OECD countries’ (2008) and OECD, ‘Policies tar-

geted at specific workforce groups or labour-market segments’ (2006). 

20
 International Labour Office, ‘Global Employment Trends for Youth - Special issue on the impact of the global eco-

nomic crisis on youth’ (2010). 
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The ‘First Unemployment’ 
“Idleness among youth can come at great costs. They are not contributing to the economic 

welfare of the country – quite the contrary. The loss of income among the younger generation 

translates into a lack of savings as well as a loss of aggregate demand. Some youth who are 

unable to earn their own income have to be financially supported by the family, leaving less for 

spending and investments at the household level.”21 

This is the ‘full-nest’ syndrome, also referred as the emerging stage of ‘adultolescence’ or 

‘boomerang kids’, a especially common situation in the South of Europe, where youth unem-

ployment grows and fertility rates go down, making families to become smaller. 

This way, it is becoming increasingly common for children older than 18 to remain at home, 

supported at least partially by their parents, particularly while they are completing schooling.22 

In fact, never have so many members of younger generations been so dependent on their par-

ents and grandparents for so long. In the US, for example, “41 percent of so-called ‘sandwich 

generation’ parents continue to provide at least some financial support to their young adult 

children”, according to the 2010 Families & Money Survey.23 The survey polled adults who 

have at least one child between the ages of 23-28, as well as at least one living parent. 

In Europe, a study sponsored by Eurostat found that in 2008, about 51 million young adults 

(45.6%), i.e. 33 million persons aged 18-24 and 17.5 million people aged 25-34, lived in the 

same dwelling as their parent(s) for some reason. Countries can be grouped into clusters, with, 

on the one hand, the northern Members States, where young adults tend to leave the parental 

home earlier, and on the other hand, a group of countries composed of most southern coun-

tries, as well as some new Member States, where young adults tend to stay longer with their 

parent(s).” 24 

Some studies show how important the time of school-to-work transition, because it is then 

when personal convictions about how society and economy work are formed. One of the re-

ports concludes that a person exposed to a recession between the ages of 18-25 years is more 

likely to believe that life success is due more to chance than to hard work, to support measures 

of government redistribution but to have little confidence in public institutions at the same ti-

                                                   

21
 International Labour Office, ‘Global Employment Trends for Youth - Special issue on the impact of the global eco-

nomic crisis on youth’ (2010). 

22
 Fussell and Furstenberg, ‘On the Frontier of Adulthood: Theory, Research, and Public Policy (University of Chicago 

Press, 2005). 
23

 Lieberman Research Worldwide, ‘The 2010 Families & Money survey’ (Charles Schwab & Co., Inc., February 2010). 
24

 Marta Choroszewicz, Pascal Wolff, ‘Population and social conditions’ (Eurostat, Statistics in Focus, 50/2010). 
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me.25 If this happens within a family environment in which values are not taught, the risk is 

even more obvious. 

Other Studies mention the ‘wage Scar’ left by unemployment at young age that can persist 

into middle age. The longer the period of unemployment, the bigger the effect. Take two men 

with the same education, literacy and numeracy scores, places of residence, parents’ educa-

tion and IQ. If one of them spends a year unemployed before the age of 23, ten years later he 

can expect to earn 23% less than the other. For women the gap is 16%. The penalty persists, 

though it shrinks; at 42 it is 12% for women and 15% for men.26 The reason is that, after a pe-

riod of unemployment, the temptation to take any work at all can be strong. Wage scarring is 

one of the reasons to think this has lasting effects, and policies designed to minimize youth 

unemployment may sometimes exacerbate them. 

Men and women tend to wait until they get consolidated into the labour market before start-

ing a family, which has contributed to the increase of the age at first Barth and the decrease of 

the number of children with respect to previous generations. These factors are determinant, 

together with the growth in life expectancy, for the population ageing and the multiplying of 

the dependency rate27. 

                                                   

25
 P. Giuliano and A. Spilimbergo: “Growing up in a recession: Beliefs and the macroeconomy”, NBER, Work 

Document N.º 15321, septiembre de 2009. 

26 
Paul Gregg and Emma Tominey, ‘The Wage Scar from Youth Unemployment’ (Centre for Market and Public Or-

ganisation - Bristol University, 2004). 

27 
OCDE, ‘Doing Better for Families’ (2011). 
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The situation in Spain 

Spain has the highest unemployment rate in Europe, near to 50%, and approximately half of 

them belong to the so-called ‘ni-ni’ generation, those who are not students any more and 

don’t get a job. The impact of those figures has been diminished though by family support –

which is noticeable in this country–, together with social assistance programs and informal 

economy (estimated an estimated 20% of GDP by the Ministry of Economy). 

Figure 3 

Changes in youth unemployment 2008-2011 

 

Source: Eurostat. 

As García Montalvo mentions, the quick increase of youth unemployment in Spain as a re-

sponse to the fall in economic growth is nothing new, because there are recurrent structural 

causes for it.28 Those causes are not to be found in lack of training –if not, unemployment 

would decrease as the educational level increased, which is not true–, but in the mismatch be-

tween training and labour demand. Also, PISA studies results show that the level of Spanish 

students is substantially inferior to the one corresponding with the resources invested in edu-

cation. 

                                                   

28
 José García Montalvo, ‘Desempleo juvenil y formación’ (El País, 7 de marzo 2010). 
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Figure 4 

Over-skilled workers (25-29) in 2007 

 

Source: BBVA Research
29

, from OECD. 

Also, as it usually happens with recessions, the overqualification rate tends to grow. “There is a 

double reason for that. On one side workers, faced with difficulties for finding a position fit for 

their qualification, tend to accept jobs which are clearly under their level. On the other side, 

companies are not so reluctant when unemployment rates are high, while in a normal situa-

tion wouldn’t hire overqualified workers because of the risk of loosing them in a short time.”30 

Besides, to turn to temporal jobs as it has been happening –or to the so-called ‘min-jobs’ as it 

has been suggested– would mean the risk to give rise, in the mid and long run, to the already 

mentioned ‘lost generation’. 

 

                                                   

29
 BBVA Research, ‘Desempleo juvenil en España: causas y soluciones’ (september 2011).

 

30
 Ibidem. 
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Conclusions and Proposals 
Some experts would suggest that “the first line of defense is to provide income support to the 

unemployed youth to help them sustain their job search. And in exchange for income support, 

following the ‘mutual obligations’ principle, young jobseekers should be required to search ac-

tively for jobs and be given opportunities to participate in job-placement activities and in train-

ing programmes.” 31 In my opinion, the last one is key. Many examples have shown that cash 

transfers may be the way to delay the consequences of a problem, but never to solve it. There-

fore, the solution can only come from a threefold action targeted to: 

- the society, creating the atmosphere needed to support those who are young and need to 

find a place where to develop their skills and become part of the community; 

- the educational system, making sure that human values find their place in the process, 

promoting high standards, academic diligence and relational trust, so that young people 

are enabled both to trust in themselves and to be able to make the best of their abilities; 

- the families, helping parents to develop a stable project that allows children to grow-up in 

an environment able to facilitate the preparation for the future job that can only be 

learned at home. 

We consider the latter is the most important one, because the other two can only be devel-

oped –or, at least, effective– as far as the families provide their part. Social system can help, 

the school system can help too, but only families in general and parents in particular can pro-

vide the ‘floor’ on which all the rest has to be built. In other words, there can be no ‘social 

floor’ if there is no ‘family floor’. 

Nevertheless, to ensure a good school-to-work-transition, we should first make sure that there 

is positive action towards creating more decent jobs every day. Maybe that is why a recent re-

port by the ILO recognizes that “the severity of the situation of young people in the labor mar-

ket requires more attention and policy action” 32 and includes the following suggestions for go-

vernments: 

- develop an integrated strategy for growth and job creation, with measurable targets and 

achievable outcomes; 

- establish broad-based partnerships among governments, employer organizations, trade 

unions and other organizations that can be instrumental in determining the most appro-

priate actions to be taken; 

- improve the quality of jobs and the competitiveness of enterprises to reduce labor market 

segmentation based on the type of contract and job and to help young people move to de-

cent jobs; 

                                                   

31
 Stefano Scarpetta et al., ‘Rising Youth Unemployment During The Crisis: How to Prevent Negative Long-term 

Consequences on a Generation?’, OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working Papers, No. 106 (2010). 

32
 International Labour Office, ‘Global Employment Trends for Youth: 2011 update’, International Labour 

Organization (2011). 
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- invest in the quality of education and training and improve its relevance to labor market 

needs; 

- enhance the design and increase funding of active labor market policies to support the im-

plementation of national youth employment priorities; 

- review the provision of employment services with the objective of offering a set of stan-

dard services to all young people and more intensive assistance to disadvantaged youth; 

- pursue financial and macroeconomic policies that aim to remove obstacles to economic 

recovery. 

As a conclusion, “youth employment interventions must be linked to broader development 

frameworks. Coherence and coordination between relevant government agencies and other 

national and international (e.g. donor community) stakeholders is crucial. While not necessar-

ily the only mechanism, the use of national action plan for youth employment can be useful to 

facilitating this. To be successful, however, these plans should have strong and sustained po-

litical commitment and be based on broad participation.” 33 

And, above all, nothing of this could be done without the families through their contribution to 

society through their children and the money, time and effort devoted to their upbringing and 

education. Consequently, they deserve the social recognition and support for it (through cash 

transfers, tax benefits, etc.). 

                                                   

33
 Ibidem. 


