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DESA 
 
The Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat is a 
vital interface between global policies in the economic, social and environmental 
spheres and national action. The Department works in three main interlinked areas: (i) 
it compiles, generates and analyses a wide range of economic, social and 
environmental data and information on which States Members of the United Nations 
draw to review common problems and take stock of policy options; (ii) it facilitates 
the negotiations of Member States in many intergovernmental bodies on joint courses 
of action to address ongoing or emerging global challenges; and (iii) it advises 
interested Governments on the ways and means of translating policy frameworks 
developed in United Nations conferences and summits into programmes at the country 
level and, through technical assistance, helps build national capacities. 
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The designations employed in this report and the material presented in it do 
not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the 
Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, 
territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its 
frontiers or boundaries.   
 
The present report has been reproduced without formal editing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 The Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United 
Nations Secretariat convened an Expert Group Meeting on Adolescents, Youth and Development 
at the United Nations Headquarters in New York, from 21 to 22 July 2011. The meeting was 
organised within the 2010-2011 International Year of Youth established by resolution 
A/RES/64/134 of the General Assembly, as a preparatory meeting for the forty-fifth session of 
the Commission on Population and Development scheduled to take place in April 2012 and 
whose theme would be “Adolescents and youth”. The meeting brought together experts from 
different disciplines and regions to present and discuss research on two broad themes: (a) the 
demographic dynamics that shape the number and characteristics of adolescents and youth, and 
(b) the ways in which adolescents and young people can be agents of socio-economic 
development. Selected papers prepared by the experts participating in the meeting are being 
issued under the Expert Paper Series published on the website of the Population Division 
(www.un.org/esa/population) 
 

 
OPENING OF THE MEETING 

 
 
 Ms. Hania Zlotnik, Director of the Population Division of UN/DESA, opened the meeting 
by welcoming the participants. She noted that the United Nations General Assembly had 
established the International Year of Youth:  Dialogue and Mutual Understanding.  The 
International Year, which began on 12 August 2009 coincided with the 25th anniversary of the 
first International Youth Year in 1985.  She also noted that the meeting was convened to inform 
the forthcoming forty-fifth session of the Commission on Population and Development, which 
will focus on adolescents and youth. 
   
 

THEME 1. DEMOGRAPHIC DYNAMICS OF ADOLESCENTS AND YOUTH 
 
 Mr. Serguey Ivanov, of the Population Division of the Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, presented a global overview of demographic dynamics of youth, conventionally 
defined as persons aged 15-24. He noted that more than one billion youth live in the less 
developed regions of the world, including 235 million in India and 225 million in China. Of the 
20 countries where the number of youth exceeds 10 million, 17 are in developing countries.  The 
other three countries are Japan, the Russian Federation and the United States of America.  
  
 The world youth population increased rapidly until 1990, at which point the rate of growth 
began to decelerate. But global statistics mask strong regional differences. Since 1990 the 
number of youth grew in 144 countries and increased by more than 50 percent in 82 developing 
countries, including 11 countries where they more than doubled. On the other hand, sub-
replacement fertility resulted in shrinking youth populations in 34 developed and 18 developing 
countries, including China. Overall, the size of the global youth population increased 20 per cent 
between 1990 and 2011, when it numbered 1.21 billion. 
  
 When a country undergoes a decline in fertility, the age structure of the population is 



 
 

 

modified, producing a temporary increase in the proportion of youth (sometimes referred to as a 
“youth bulge”). Such bulges tend to be exaggerated in urban areas in developing countries where 
rural-urban migration is also a factor.  This implies a population age structure with a lower total 
dependency rate and a higher proportion of the population in working ages.  In certain cases, 
particularly in South-East Asia, such population dynamics have been associated with more rapid 
rates of economic growth, the so-called “demographic dividend” effect.   
 
 In most developing countries and in virtually all developed countries, women legally 
cannot marry before the age of 18, or in some cases, even older. Several countries have set a 
higher minimum age for men than for women. Most countries allow entry into marriage from 1 
to 3 years earlier than the legal minimum, provided there is parental consent. In the majority of 
countries, however, the actual average age at marriage is significantly higher than the legal 
minimum. In developing countries, the proportion of ever married adolescents declined rapidly 
after the 1970s, while in the developed countries, marriage in adolescence has become a rare 
event. The proportion of women aged 20-24 who are ever married is also declining in most parts 
of the world, but particularly in developed countries. 
 
 In the developing countries most sexually active adolescents are already married although 
in sub-Saharan Africa increasing proportions of adolescents are engaged in premarital sex. 
Unmarried sexually active adolescents are much more likely to use contraception than their 
married peers although contraceptive prevalence in sub-Saharan Africa is still low, implying 
greater exposure to the risk of unintended pregnancies. Unintended pregnancies are often 
terminated by induced abortions, many of which are unsafe. 
 
 The adolescent birth rate in the least developed countries was 4 times as high as in the more 
developed regions, and twice that in other developing countries. In almost all regions, the 
adolescent birth rate decreased between 1990 and 2000 but has stagnated or even slightly 
increased since. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest birth rate among adolescents (122 births per 
1,000 women aged 15 to 19) and this rate has changed little since 1990. 
 
 Even though youth is in general the healthiest period of life, the international differences of 
mortality in the age group 15-24 are striking. In more developed regions, Northern Africa, 
Eastern Asia and Western Asia only 1 per cent or less of 15-year olds do not survive to their 25th 
birthday. Concurrently, the odds of dying during youth are almost twice as high in South Asia, 
and four times higher in sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
  

1. FERTILITY AND FAMILY FORMATION 
 
 Ms. Minja Kim Choe, Senior Fellow, Population and Health Research Program, East-
West Center, made a presentation on family formation patterns among young people in East and 
Southeast Asia.  
 
 Family formation patterns among young people in East and Southeast Asia have changed 
rather dramatically over the last 5 decades.  In 1950, 34 per cent of Asian women age 15-24 were 
single; by 1990, this proportion had risen to 62 per cent. Although less dramatic, the proportion 
of young men who were single also increased. According to the 2000 round of population 
censuses in several East and Southeast Asian countries, more than 10 per cent of 15-19 year old 
females were ever married.  In Lao People’s Democratic Republic this proportion is as high as 



  
 

 

20 per cent. The proportion ever married among 20-24 year old females varies widely, from 5 
per cent in Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (S.A.R.) of China to 50 per cent or more 
in Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Mongolia, the Philippines, 
Thailand and Viet Nam.  
 
 Fertility rates among youth are closely associated with nuptiality and education as early 
marriage and childbirth often mean the early termination of a woman’s formal education. 
Women who marry at very young ages also tend to have limited access to mass media and other 
sources of information. As a result, these young women have limited knowledge of reproductive 
health, and they are less likely to use maternal and child-health services than women who marry 
and have children later in life. 
 
 Even though the general direction of changes in Asian countries is towards postponing 
marriage and childbearing, the intensity of change varies by country. Between 1970 and 2000-
2005, the singulate mean age at marriage (SMAM) increased by 5 to 6 years in the Republic of 
Korea, 3 to 4 years in Indonesia and by 2 years in Thailand. In 2003-2007, the teenage fertility 
rate in China, Japan and the Republic of Korea had converged to below 5 per 1,000 while in 
Indonesia it was still above 50 births per 1,000 women aged 15-19.  
 
 High sex ratios at birth and fluctuating cohort sizes can be expected to produce a marriage 
squeeze for men in Republic of Korea, Taiwan, and China. At the same time, gender differences 
in views on marriage and patterns of spouse matching will also be important. 
    
 School enrolment has increased throughout Asia, especially for adolescents. Eastern Asia 
has experienced the highest levels of school enrolment, while South-east Asia has had the largest 
percentage increases. In both regions, enrolment rates for young women are approaching the 
rates for young men. In South Asia, school enrolment is considerably lower than in South-east 
Asia, and enrolment rates are still much lower for women than for men. Despite efforts to expand 
educational opportunities, the number of young women who never attend school is projected to 
increase in all but the most economically advanced countries of Asia. In Ms. Choe’s view, 
governmental and nongovernmental programs need to be further intensified to meet the needs of 
this burgeoning population group. 
 
 Marital and fertility patterns are closely related to educational achievement. For example, 
in Indonesian cities, the proportion of men who marry by age 20 (or women who marry by age 
18) is several times higher for those who had less than junior high school education compared to 
those who had achieved higher levels of education. The proportion of women who gave birth by 
age 20 is about 5 times higher among the least educated than among the most educated women.  
 
 Premarital sex has increased in the 20-24 age group, particularly among men. In the mid-
1990s, 1 in every 5 teenage males and 3 of every 5 young adult males in Thailand had had 
premarital sex. Other countries had much lower prevalence of premarital sex. For instance, in 
Indonesia only 2 per cent and 6 per cent of teenage and young adult males, respectively, had 
engaged in premarital sex. A worrisome finding is the low prevalence of condom use among 
sexually active unmarried youth in the Philippines, Taiwan, and Thailand, where the prevalence 
of premarital sex is high, with ensuing implications for the risks of sexually transmitted 
infections and unwanted pregnancies among unmarried youth in these countries. 
 
 Mr. Jorge Rodriguez, United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the 



 
 

 

Caribbean, presented a paper on adolescent fertility in Latin America. Persistently high levels of 
adolescent fertility in most countries of the Latin American region are inconsistent with earlier 
predictions that adolescent fertility will replicate the path observed in other parts of the world. 
This distinctiveness was taken into account by the United Nations in its latest revision of 
population projections, which assumes that between 2020-2025 adolescent fertility in Latin 
America and the Caribbean will become the highest in the world and remain virtually stable until 
the end of the century. 
 
 Adolescent fertility (as measured with vital statistics) in Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica and 
Uruguay, which have experienced significant socio-economic development and overall fertility 
decline, diverged after 1960: in Argentina and Uruguay adolescent fertility increased; in Chile it 
fluctuated around a slightly descending path; and only in Costa Rica did it decline consistently 
and considerably. Survey data in other countries also showed varying trends; in 13 countries with 
surveys between 1990 and 2000 the proportion of adolescent women that had one or more live 
births or had become pregnant decreased in 6 countries, but increased in 7.  
 
 The author noted that the main proximate determinants of adolescent childbearing were age 
of menarche, age at sexual initiation, frequency of sexual activity, use of contraception by 
sexually initiated adolescents, and abortion. Although young people are becoming sexually 
active at an earlier age than in the past, they are not forming consensual unions any earlier. This 
results in increased exposure to the risk of single adolescent motherhood and greater demand for 
contraception among adolescents. 
 
 In this context, both contraceptive use and unmet need are on the rise. The use of 
contraception (primarily condoms) during the first sexual intercourse is still uncommon, but it is 
becoming more prevalent. It is common for adolescents to start to use contraception after the 
birth of their first child, when access to contraception is easier. While previous data suggested a 
relatively high desire among adolescents to have children, recent surveys point to a decline in the 
desire to start childbearing at a young age. 
 
 Where unmarried adolescent motherhood is increasing, the mothers’ family typically serves 
as the primary provider of support, given that a large proportion of unmarried adolescent mothers 
receive insufficient support from their partners. Lack of opportunities in the job market does not 
provide a strong incentive for young women to finish their secondary education. 
 
 Discussion. The participants highlighted the importance of definitions of youth and 
adolescents. The age range for youth of 15 to 24 years has been endorsed by the United Nations 
for statistical purposes, and is widely understood to encompass “adolescents” (aged 15-19 years) 
and “young adults” (aged 20-24 years). One participant noted that the upper limit of youth 
coincided with results from National Transfer Accounts (NTA), which showed that the average 
age at which young people become economically independent clusters around 24-25 years.  
 
 The concept of “childhood” is better defined legally (persons under the age of age 18 years, 
in most national and international legislations), while “youth” do not have a comparable 
precision or legal standing. The simple subdivision of youth into adolescents and young adults, 
adequate for many purposes, presents some limitations for the study of new and emerging issues 
facing youth. Data by single years of age would better capture some important physical, 
psychological and behavioural differences between, for example, 12-year olds, 15-year olds and 
21-year olds. 



  
 

 

 
 Regarding family formation patterns in Asia, it was noted that women tend to have higher 
labour force participation before marriage, but that seeking employment is rarer after marriage. 
India was given as an example of a heterogeneous society where marital, sexual and childbearing 
behaviours are changing in important ways, including rising mean age at marriage and rising 
average educational attainment, but where there are still large differences between the roles of 
husbands and wives. Achieving women’s empowerment and gender equality still presents big 
challenges. Tanzania was cited as a country with sex education programs in schools, and a 
gender equality programme whose main message was that both husband’s and wife’s 
participation in the labour market was economically beneficial for families, and that better 
educated women are also better prepared to raise children.  
 
 The demographic dynamics in Asia do not conform to a single transition model: for 
instance, social change in the Republic of Korea has trailed the demographic transition rather 
than the converse. Some countries are experiencing a marriage squeeze, partly due to past 
selective abortions that distorted the sex composition of some youth cohorts. In some countries, 
such as in the Republic of Korea and in Taiwan, Province of China, cross-border marriages have 
risen so much that the respective governments have become concerned. 
 
 Some similarities between Latin America and South Africa were noted with respect to 
unprotected sexual intercourse among youth. In South Africa, and to some extent also in Latin 
America, few youths use contraception at first intercourse.  Contraceptive use often increases 
after the first unintended pregnancy. As a result, adolescent fertility had decreased at a slower 
pace than total fertility.  
 
 Significant changes of adolescent sexual and reproductive behaviour require profound 
social changes. A basic problem is that core socialization institutions (family, school, some 
government programs) do not consider adolescents as being sexually active. As a result, several 
Latin American countries have adopted, with the help of mass media, Western values about 
sexual behaviour, but have not always adopted the corresponding contraceptive behaviour. In 
both Africa and Latin America, there is a need for policies focused specifically on adolescents. 
Parents can also play a crucial role, in allowing their children to seek medical assistance for their 
contraceptive needs. 
 

2. SEX EDUCATION AND FAMILY PLANNING FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 
 
 Ms. Nicole Haberland, Population Council, United States of America, presented an 
overview of policies and programmes on sex education and family planning for youth. 
Historically, major adolescent and reproductive health initiatives did not consider the specific 
needs of adolescents, and international and national programs did not always recognize that the 
majority of sexually active adolescents are married. As a consequence, the needs of married 
adolescents have not been adequately addressed. 
 
 Ms. Haberland noted that adolescents tend to face higher risks of morbidity and maternal 
mortality, including from HIV/AIDS, intimate partner violence, greater gender power disparities, 
and lower access to sexual and reproductive health (SRH) services than older women. 
Considering all of the above, the UNFPA Framework for Action on Adolescents and Youth 
promotes the delivery of comprehensive, gender-sensitive, life skills-based SRH education in 
schools and community settings. 



 
 

 

 
 Traditional gender attitudes, unequal power in intimate sexual relationships and gender-
based violence are associated with low rates of contraceptive use, in particular condoms, higher 
risks of unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STI). Thus the importance that 
programmes address those fundamental socio-cultural factors as well as the provision of 
contraceptives and SRH services. 
 
 Ms. Haberland also reported that a small proportion of sexuality education programs appear 
to be effective in reducing pregnancy, STIs and other health goals, and that the effectiveness of 
such programs is higher in programs whose curricula emphasized gender or power relationships. 
 
 Mr. Douglas Kirby, Senior Research Scientist, Education, Training and Research, United 
States of America, presented the paper on the impact of sex education on sexual behaviour of 
young people. In many countries the period between the initiation of sexual activity and marriage 
has increased, implying a higher risk of unintended pregnancies, and of infection with sexually 
transmitted diseases, including HIV. As a result, there is a greater need to address and reduce 
risky sexual behaviour. Young people are also demanding more information about sexuality. 
This has led to the development of sex education programmes, mostly undertaken in secondary 
schools, but also sometimes offered in clinics and community centres.  
 
 A review of 97 STI/HIV education programmes revealed that a majority of them had 
positive impacts on one or more components of sexual behaviour, including decreased risky 
behaviour, reduced number of sexual partners, increased use of condoms and contraceptive use 
in general, delayed initiation of sexual activity, and lower frequency of sexual intercourse. The 
impact of the programmes on behaviour was often modest, but significant. The effectiveness of 
the programmes was reduced if the length was shortened, the condom component was omitted, 
or the programme was applied in a different setting, e.g., a programme designed for a community 
centre was implemented in schools. Effective programmes shared common characteristics, 
including being targeted to young people and taking into account the specific needs, behaviours, 
perceptions of risk, attitudes and intentions of youth. Effective programmes were also sensitive 
to community values, were consistent with available resources, and were focused on sexual risks 
and protective behaviours. Political support for the programmes was also important. 
 
 Discussion. Some of the issues discussed were the need to target unmarried and married 
adolescents, and the coercion of adolescent girls. Traditional gender attitudes and unequal power 
in relationships were serious problems that are being addressed, but that need greater attention. A 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) in-depth assessment of 14 country programmes 
identified some of the main obstacles to sex education: lack of engagement with Ministries of 
Education officials, religious and family opposition, and lack of a legal framework for sex 
education in school. Successful sex education programmes averted an increase in sexual activity, 
often delayed sexual initiation and increased the practice of protected sex. The success rate of 
one third of programmes surveyed was considered to be highly significant, given how hard it was 
to change behaviour. 
 
 Efficient programmes had often developed a multi-faceted curriculum and had engaged 
parents. Among the outstanding problems in sex education programmes was that few of them 
were widely replicated. Also, the low enrolment in secondary schools in many developing 
countries limited their impact. Community-based programmes were implemented in a number of 
countries, but their efficiency and coverage was even lower. Behavioural and psychological 



  
 

 

elements deserved fuller integration into sex education curricula. 
 
  New approaches to sex education programmes consider the attitudes toward the use of 
condoms, peer norms, the ability to resist group or social pressure, and the ability to protect 
oneself from risky behaviours. The discussion also highlighted the seriousness of sexual violence 
in schools. 
 

3. YOUTH HEALTH AND MORTALITY 
 
 Prof. George Patton, Director, Adolescent Health Research Centre, University of 
Melbourne, Australia, presented a paper on global patterns of health and mortality in youth, a 
topic that has received a relatively small amount of attention in the literature as compared to the 
health and mortality of children under five years of age. The paper used data from the 2004 
Global Burden of Disease Study, described in the World Health Organization’s World Health 
Report 2006, with adjustments for revisions in HIV deaths, wars and natural disasters. Cause of 
death data were derived from national vital registration whenever available. Elsewhere, sample 
registration data, verbal autopsy and disease surveillance data were used to model causes of 
death. 
 
 There were 2.6 million deaths worldwide in 2004 among adolescents and youth aged 10-
24 years. Low-to-middle income countries accounted for 97 per cent of these deaths. Sub-
Saharan Africa and South-East Asia alone accounted for almost two thirds of the global number 
of deaths in this age group.  Death rates increased from early adolescence (10-14 years) to young 
adulthood (20-24 years), especially in the high-income countries, and there was evidence of a 
significant degree of excess male mortality, especially after age 15. Exceptions were Africa and 
South Asia, where adolescent girls and young women are subject to higher mortality rates than 
their male counterparts.  
 
 As regards the causes of death among adolescents and youth, maternal mortality was found 
to be very significant, accounting for 15 per cent of female deaths.  HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis 
accounted for 11 per cent of deaths. But road traffic accidents were the largest single contributor, 
accounting for 14 per cent of male and 5 per cent of female deaths.  Other prominent causes 
included violence (12 per cent of male deaths) and suicide (6 per cent). The author noted that, 
with respect to current global health policy priorities, focusing on HIV/AIDS and maternal 
mortality alone was an insufficient response to the health challenges in an age group where over 
two in five deaths are due to intentional and unintentional injuries. 
 
 Ms. Fátima Juárez, Senior Fellow, Guttmacher Institute, United States of America, 
presented a paper on adolescent and young women’s sexual and reproductive health needs in 
Mexico using data from the national survey of demographic indicators (ENADID) of 1997 and 
2006, to identify gaps between policies and services and the changes in the reproductive health 
status of young women. Over this period, family planning services in Mexico were provided free 
of charge but were not tailored to the needs of young people. Few adolescent women were 
married and adolescent fertility declined. However, more than one fifth of women had given 
birth before their eighteenth birthday. The prevalence of premarital sex increased in most regions 
of Mexico. On average, the first sexual relationship occurred 3 years before marriage, and this 
gap was as high as 6 years in Mexico City. In 2006, about half of young married women were 
not using contraception.  
 



 
 

 

 Between 1997 and 2006 the unmet need for contraception of young women increased 
substantially, from about 23 per cent to nearly 32 per cent of married women aged 15 to 24 
years. During this period, the role of the public sector as provider of modern contraception fell 
from 71 per cent to 60 per cent of the total, which was compensated partly by an increase in the 
availability of contraception through pharmacies or stores. The most salient problems in Mexico 
identified by the author included the high prevalence of unprotected sex among young people; 
high and rising unmet need for contraception; and a retrenchment of the public sector as provider 
of services and contraceptive methods.  
 
 Discussion. Some relevant issues regarding the public health and mortality of adolescents 
and youth were highlighted. First, morbidity in adolescence and youth is a larger and more 
immediate concern than mortality, which is relatively low in this age group.  One area of priority 
is the need to address maternal mortality among youth in less developed countries, which is 
many times larger than in the more developed regions. Sexual activity among adolescent girls is 
often coerced, and the traditional gender attitudes and power relations are often neglected in 
research and policy advice. Programmes of sexual education for youth are increasingly important 
given the early onset of sexual activity, widening gaps between sexual initiation and marriage, 
insufficient knowledge of modern contraception, high rates of adolescent and preadolescent 
childbearing, and exposure to HIV and other STDs. Effective sex education programmes include 
consideration of the role of cultural norms and values in shaping sexual behaviours in traditional 
societies.  
 
 But a much wider spectrum of health issues and causes of death among youth needs to be 
considered, including injuries caused by road traffic accidents, suicide and homicide, and 
communicable diseases such as tuberculosis and lower respiratory infections. A particular need 
is to better ascertain the impact of adolescents’ health later in their lives, and to compile and 
study more data on mental health of youth. 
 

THEME II. YOUTH AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
 

4. EDUCATION 
 
 Mr. Martin Hopenhayn, from the Economic Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, presented a paper on education and social mobility in Latin America. The author 
noted that education was the most appropriate area of intervention to reverse the 
intergenerational perpetuation of inequalities. Pertinent questions about education-social 
mobility interactions concerned the progress made in educational achievement at the macro-
level, the differentiation of educational attainment by socio-economic and other characteristics, 
and the impact of educational attainment on employment opportunities and social mobility. 
 
 In Latin America, the share of young people completing secondary school increased from 
27 per cent in 1990 to 51 per cent in 2006. However, large differences across levels of family 
income remained. Only one-fourth of 20-24 year olds in the lowest income quintile finished 
secondary school, compared with four fifths in the highest quintile. Income differentials also 
played a role in the progression through the school system. The overall number of repeat-graders 
fell and the percentage of high-school students who progressed in a timely manner to the next 
grade increased substantially, from 48 per cent in 1990 to 73 per cent in 2008. However, just 
over one-half of the students in the lowest income decile experienced timely progression, 
compared to 9 in 10 in the highest decile. 



  
 

 

 
 The overall proportion of youth completing five years of post-secondary education was 
very low, a worrisome statistic as this threshold was associated with the largest jump in rates of 
return to education in the labour markets in Latin America. Indeed, the income differences in 
progression to university education where larger than for other levels of education. The 
attainment rate of university education in the highest quintile was many times higher than in the 
lowest quintile: as low as 1 per cent in the first quintile and 27 per cent in the fifth quintile. 
Students from lower income households also scored much lower in proficiency tests; many did 
not even pass the basic reading competency test. 
 
 The average income return of one incremental year of schooling in 18 Latin American 
countries was found to be 5 per cent for primary education, 7 per cent for secondary education 
and 16 per cent for postsecondary education, with important differences among countries. At 
least 8 years of schooling were required to be less likely to live in poverty, and at least 12 years 
of education were needed to attain above-average labour income. 
 
 Education was found to be indeed a vehicle of social mobility, but the cultural capital and 
the socio-economic level of the family of origin continued to be a dominant factor of mobility, 
and the lack thereof. A positive development in Latin America is that the region has made 
significant progress in the demographic transition.  As a result, there is a lower proportion of 
young children in the population and a rising rate of primary school completion, which has 
enabled a redirection of resources towards secondary education. Current and future reforms need 
to increase the impact of education on mobility by promoting meritocracy, and enforcing equal 
labour rights and wages for persons with similar skills and educational levels. 
 
 Ms. Nicole Mun Sim Lai, from Monash University, Malaysia, presented a paper on the 
transition to financial independence of youth in selected countries across the world. The paper 
reported on the timing of transition to economic self-sufficiency estimated with data from 
National Transfer Accounts, and it examined international and gender differences in the returns 
to secondary and tertiary education, with a focus on China. 
 
 The age at financial independence (when own labour income surpasses private 
consumption) typically varies within a narrow interval, often between the ages of 23 and 25 
years. Yet, China and Indonesia have quite distinct patterns. In China the entry into the labour 
market occurs at an early age and youth consume relatively little resources, which results in 
young people producing more than they consume by the age of 21 years. In Indonesia, on the 
other hand, financial independence occurs much later, at 27 years, a fact related to the high youth 
unemployment rate there. An early age of achieving financial independence is to be expected in 
low-income economies with early entry into the labour force, but the measured differences with 
high income economies in the author’s paper was very small. While people in low income 
economies start to work at young ages, their labour income is rather low. Furthermore, because 
young people represent a large proportion of the population in low income economies, the 
above-mentioned findings raise important policy questions about whether the young workforce 
are underpaid/over-qualified, or simply have low productivity. 
  
 According to the author’s calculations, the returns to higher education were 10 to 20 per 
cent higher in Asia than the OECD average, but not as high as in Latin America. Less developed 
countries had relatively less human capital, and hence obtained greater returns to investments in 
higher education. In the urban regions in Asia, the returns to education were highest for the 



 
 

 

tertiary education level, for both males and females. At the same time, high investments in 
human capital in tertiary education in Asia had translated into delayed entry into the workforce 
and increased economic dependency of youth. This issue is of special concern in countries that 
will start to experience labour shortages and slower growth of their labour force due to the 
ageing of their populations. The delay in achieving financial independence by youth and the 
increase of economic dependency of the older population will pose a challenge to policy makers 
in designing and implementing fiscally sustainable systems to reallocate resources from 
producers to dependent (net consumer) groups in the population. Conversely, some developing 
countries that still have a large proportion of young people are experiencing low market demand 
for skilled labour. As a result, qualified young workers are underutilized or underpaid. Policy 
makers faced the challenge of how to create better job opportunities at more competitive wages 
and to stimulate the return migration of skilled workers. 
 
 Discussion. Some participants pointed out that the expansion of education, in particular in 
the secondary and tertiary levels, was found to produce high labour income returns in Latin 
America, but not much in the Middle East. Despite the high returns to education at the aggregate 
level in Latin America, education has failed to fulfil the promise of intergenerational social 
mobility for all. The inadequate quality of education and its lack of correspondence with the 
demands of the labour markets partially explain this phenomenon. Development strategies need 
to emphasize the generation of productive jobs in addition to the extension of education for the 
new cohorts of young people entering the labour force. 
 
 The data and methodology of National Transfer Accounts (NTA) allow researchers to 
examine more closely the expenditures and returns to education, permitting, among other things, 
the disaggregation of public and private consumption in education. NTA encompasses all 
sources of income and types of consumption, and they show that, very often, the net flows of 
public resources are from younger tax-payers to older people, but that private transfers flow 
mainly in the opposite direction, from older to younger members of the population.  
 
 Macro-level evidence on financial independence and micro-level analyses of family 
formation (such as patterns of leaving the parental home) are generally consistent and 
complement each other in providing an explanation for regional differences.  For example, there 
is a sharp contrast between sub-Saharan Africa with early family formation and late achievement 
of economic self-sufficiency, and East Asia with late family formation and early achievement of 
economic self-sufficiency. The East Asian pattern may be related to the deep-rooted cultural 
concept of strong filial obligations, which may also underpin the practice of returning and 
settling in or near parents to care for them in their old age. Some participants noted that NTA 
data and analysis could be complemented with a consideration of co-residence and other (non-
financial) forms of intergenerational support. 
  

5. YOUTH EMPLOYMENT 
 
 Mr. Steven Kapsos, Economist, Economic and Labour Market Analysis Department of the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), presented a paper on global employment trends for 
youth. Mr. Kapsos highlighted the special significance of youth employment, noting that a lack 
of decent work, if experienced at an early age, compromised a person’s opportunities for future 
employment and may lead to social exclusion. At the macro-economic level, the underutilized 
productive capacity of youth translates, inter alia, into lower aggregate income and demand, and 
lower tax revenue to finance social security systems and other government spending.  



  
 

 

 
 During the decade leading to the economic crisis, youth labour force participation rates 
decreased globally from 55 per cent to 51 per and the youth employment-to-population ratio 
decreased from 48 per cent to 45 per cent. Increased enrolment in education was the main reason 
of these trends. Globally, youth unemployment rates declined slightly, but remained much higher 
(12.1 per cent) than adult unemployment rates (4.3 per cent) throughout the pre-crisis period, and 
beyond. Young people’s employment also suffered disproportionately from the recent crisis, and 
from decent work deficits, as they were more likely than older adults to be among the “working 
poor”, i.e., among the proportion of persons who are employed but live in a household with per 
capita income below the poverty line. 
 
 Slower population and increasing education among youth are easing the pressure on most 
regional labour markets, but the youth labour force continues to grow in some of the poorest 
regions, adding pressure to already saturated job markets. The annual growth of the youth labour 
force in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa shows few signs of slowing down. Before the global 
economic crisis, youth unemployment rates started to decline in South Asia, South East Asia and 
the Pacific, and the Middle East, but because of rapid population growth the number of 
unemployed youth increased substantially between 1998 and 2008. In most regions the gap 
between male and female labour force participation rates and employment-to-population ratios 
decreased.  The likelihood of a young person working was very low in the Commonwealth of 
Independent States, non-European Union Central and South-Eastern Europe, the Middle East and 
North Africa. In the latter two regions, in 2008, four out of ten male youth and less than two out 
of ten female youth were working. 
 
 Since the onset of the economic crisis, the global youth unemployment rate saw the largest 
annual increases ever, from 11.9 to 13.0 per cent between 2007 and 2009. Between 2008 and 
2009, the rate increased by 1 percentage point, the largest annual change over the 20 years of 
available global estimates. This hike in unemployment led to discouragement of many young 
persons in more developed counties, who ceased searching for jobs. In developing economies, 
the crisis led to increased ranks of vulnerable employment and informal sector employment. In 
the absence of effective social safety nets, the poor could not afford to be unemployed, and 
instead struggled to earn an income through own-account work or sporadic wage employment. 
 
 The global number of unemployment youth had risen from 72.9 million in 2007 to 80.7 
million in 2009 and 81.2 million in 2010. The ILO expected this number to decline to 78.5 
million in 2011. However, the greater sensitivity of youth unemployment rates to the business 
cycle meant that the recovery of youth employment was more uncertain than that of adults as 
economic instability continues.  
 
 Ms. Farzaneh Roudi, Programme Director, Middle East and North Africa, Population 
Reference Bureau, United States of America, presented a paper on youth population and 
employment in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). Youth make up almost 20 per cent 
(88 million) of the region’s 2010 population. The combination of a significant decline in child 
mortality during the second half of the 20th century and the relatively slow onset of fertility 
decline, led first to an increase in the proportion of children under 15 years, and then to an 
increase in the proportion of young people ages 15 to 24 years, as the proportion of children fell 
after fertility began to decline at a faster pace. 
 
 The youth “bulge” is more pronounced in countries where the onset of fertility decline 



 
 

 

occurred later and the decline was sharper, as in the Islamic Republic of Iran. The youth 
population of the region doubled between 1980 and 2010. In 2010, half of the total MENA 
population was under 25 years of age, the second highest proportion among world regions, after 
sub-Saharan Africa. Because of rapid fertility decline in a number of countries, the growth of 
MENA’s youth population has slowed significantly. Between 2010 and 2040 the number of 
youth ages 15 to 24 in the region are expected to increase by only 5 per cent, compared to the 
nearly 100 per cent increase that occurred during the 30 years from 1980 to 2010. 
 
 The youth population of MENA is expected to reach its peak of over 94 million in 2030. In 
some countries, the youth population is already declining. The youth bulge presents opportunities 
as well as challenges for development. The demographic bonus could be reaped when young 
people reached their prime working ages, but these economic benefits are not automatic. They 
depend both on whether young people are well educated and prepared for the current job market 
that demands modern skills, and on the availability of quality jobs for new entrants to the 
workforce. 
 
 The youth unemployment rate in the MENA region in 2009 was as high as 24 per cent, 
more than twice the 10 per cent unemployment rate for all adults in the region. The youth 
unemployment rate in MENA was the highest among all the regions of the world despite having 
the lowest labour force participation rate: only one third of MENA’s youth participated in the 
labour force, compared to one half of youth globally. Low labour force participation rates 
stemmed from very low female participation in the labour force and widespread discouragement 
with the weak job market. 
 
 The gap between male and female enrolment rates in the primary and secondary school 
levels has narrowed or disappeared, while female enrolment in universities is increasing. But the 
labour force participation rates of young women (22 per cent in the region as a whole) remains 
much below those of young men. Low female labour force participation rates are conditioned 
partly by traditional gender roles. For instance, some countries have laws that require the father’s 
or husband’s permission for a woman to get a job. The author also noted that the oil-dominated 
national economies do not produce high demand for female labour and allow many families to 
live only on the male breadwinner’s income. 
 
 There are also marked gender differences in employment prospects by educational level: 
while young educated men have significantly better chances of securing a job than less educated 
men, the educational advantage for young women is much weaker. High rates of unemployment 
and underemployment among young men and women, along with the high costs of marriage and 
housing, are often cited as reasons for the rising age of marriage in the region. 
 

6. TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 
 
 Ms. Maria Iacovou, Research Fellow of the Institute for Social and Economic Research of 
the University of Essex, United Kingdom, presented a paper on youth’s leaving home in Europe. 
Leaving home was a key component of the transition to adulthood. The median age at home-
leaving typically varies from the early twenties in the Nordic countries (20 in Denmark for 
females) to the early thirties in parts of Southern and Eastern Europe (almost 32 in Greece for 
males). Men typically leave home later than women—typically by 2-3 years later, and up to 11 
years later in the case of Bulgaria. This gap is linked to gender differences in the ages at forming 
cohabiting partnerships and of leaving the parental home after marriage. 



  
 

 

 
 Ms. Iacovou noted that home-leaving was associated with economic resources and 
country/region specific conditions. Young people with higher incomes typically leave the 
parental home earlier. This association was particularly pronounced in the Nordic and North-
Western European countries where early home-leaving is a strong social norm.  In Southern 
Europe, late home leaving is associated with high levels of unemployment, low wages, the 
scarcity of affordable rental accommodations, and limited access to mortgages by young people.  
 
 Home-leaving is also related to the income of parents. In the Nordic countries and the 
countries of North-Western Europe, there is evidence that parents with higher income help their 
offspring to leave home. In the Nordic countries, the evidence suggests that parents used their 
incomes to discourage their children from leaving home to form a partnership before age 20, but 
to encourage it after that. In Southern Europe and parts of Eastern Europe, better-off families 
discourage their daughters from moving out before age 27, and encourage them thereafter. They 
do not encourage their sons to leave home for partnership until age 35. 
 
 Economic factors alone, although important, do not fully explain the mechanisms of 
leaving home and returning, as there are clear regional differences in parental preferences 
regarding coresidence with adult children. Parents across Southern Europe and parts of Eastern 
Europe value family togetherness more highly than those in Nordic countries and in other 
countries of North-Western Europe, where early departure from the home of origin is a strong 
social norm. 
 
 After leaving home, young people typically retain close links with their parents, sometimes 
including returning to spend one or more spells in the parental home. Returns to the parental 
home are less common in Southern Europe where home-leaving is late and tends to be 
contemporaneous with marriage, than in Northern European countries, where home-leaving is 
earlier and tends to be disassociated from marriage. 
 
 Discussion. In regard to global employment trends, an important contrast was noted 
between most OECD countries, where unemployment rates are highest among less educated 
youth, and many developing economies where better educated youth have greater difficulty in 
finding positions commensurate to their education. 
 
 Not less important was the widespread underemployment and vulnerable employment, 
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. In the Middle East and North Africa, a “generation in 
waiting” of young, educated, jobless, unmarried people living in parental households has 
emerged.  However, the recent social and political uprisings in this region have a wider support 
base, including also employed educated youth. Whether this generation’s potential is realized 
and made productive or becomes a politically destabilizing force, depends, among other factors, 
on the course of economic development and government policies. There are instances of clear-
cut proactive policies such as those in the United Arab Emirates in Saudi Arabia aimed at 
promoting employment of nationals rather than foreigners, who currently constitute the bulk of 
the labour force in those countries. 
 
 Regarding home-leaving, a participant noted that among young people who have left the 
parental home, 3 per cent in the United States and 5 per cent in the United Kingdom have 
returned. This phenomenon is the result of the weakness of welfare systems in these countries 
and is thought to be related to the difficulty that young people have either finding a job after 



 
 

 

graduating from college, or in some cases retaining their job during the recent recession. In this 
context, it was noted that the relationship between employment of youth and their role in the 
parental household required further study, including the income-sharing arrangements within 
households.  One participant suggested that one could complement the results on financial 
independence obtained with the NTA data with micro-level data on dependence and 
intergenerational support of youth residing with their parents. Because of their peculiarities, a 
participant indicated that it would be highly desirable to develop NTA measures and analyses in 
some of the countries of the Middle East and North Africa. 
 

7. INTERGENERATIONAL ISSUES RELATED TO YOUTH 
 
 Mr. Monde Makiwane, Chief Research Specialist, Human and Social Development, 
Human Sciences Research Council, South Africa, presented an overview of the literature on 
intergenerational relations in Africa. Mr. Makiwane suggested that intergenerational relations in 
the continent were linked to the socio-demographic processes, including trends in fertility, 
migration and mortality, which determined the population structure and the relative dominance 
of each generation within the population.  
 
 Similar to other societies undergoing a demographic transition, the populations of Northern 
and Southern Africa had begun to evidence the emergence of “youth bulges”, while these 
“bulges” were expected to appear in other parts of Africa further in the future. Mr. Makiwane 
argued that there were few signs that the economies of the African continent would be able to 
transform the youth bulges into demographic dividends. However, the increased pressure of the 
growing youth population on the job markets could also become a factor of positive social 
change. 
 
  The evidence suggested that wealth flows between generations in African countries was 
more complicated than suggested by Caldwell’s theory of wealth flows and fertility decline. 
Indeed, research showed that in South Africa, there are two models of wealth flows. In both of 
them, resources flow from parents to children while children are young, but differ in the 
following stages of the life-cycle. Under the first model, little wealth is shared between the 
generations during the child’s working years, until the parental generation dies and their children 
receive inheritances. The second model features mutually beneficial support of adult children 
and their parents, with working-age children sending remittances and parents assisting their 
children and grandchildren during times of social and economic distress. This model is the most 
common in many parts of Africa but has been challenged by recent economic and socio-
demographic changes.  
 
 Members of the middle generation who fail to find employment in the formal economy are 
confined to the low-paying informal sector, which prevents them from sending regular 
remittances to their ageing parents. In addition, poor job security and other working conditions 
make it difficult to create lasting supportive familial relationships. Many adult children remain in 
the parental households for a long time. The extensive co-residence of the elderly with adult 
children in Africa is sometimes interpreted as a manifestation of traditional filial piety, but it is 
more often a form of adjustment to adverse economic realities. Also, intergenerational economic 
relations include household work and care extended by the elderly to other members of the 
household. In South Africa, one of the few African countries with a pension system, most elderly 
used their meagre old-age pension to support unemployed, orphaned and vulnerable children and 
grandchildren. Older family members thus express altruism, but also use their contributions to 



  
 

 

their children and grandchildren as a means of gaining recognition and acceptance in their 
households. 
 
 Cultural norms and behaviours are changing rapidly among the young people of sub-
Saharan Africa. Some young people seek to maintain contacts and balance the demands of old 
and new norms and obligations, while others phase out contacts with parents and grandparents. 
In the view of Mr. Makiwane, the weakened ties of migrants with their families and communities 
of origin explain, to a large extent, the low level of remittances to sub-Saharan African countries.  
 
 Mr. Henrik Urdal, Senior Research Fellow at the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) 
Norway, and Research Fellow at the International Security Program, John F. Kennedy School of 
Government of Harvard University, United States of America, presented an overview of recent 
empirical studies on youth bulges and political violence. Those studies show that, for every 
percentage point increase in the youth population (relative to the adult population), the risk of 
conflict increases by more than four percentage points. Urbanization, which increases spatial 
crowding, has also been linked to greater risk of political violence, although this relationship 
holds only under some conditions. In many countries, large youth cohorts can be a vehicle for 
economic development, rather than conflict, as fertility and dependency ratios declined, opening 
the potential for demographic dividends.  
 
 For all youth cohorts, the economic climate at the time they enter the labour market is 
crucial. Governments are to some extent able to reduce the risk of political upheavals through the 
provision of better opportunities for young people for education and employment. Research 
shows that achieving secondary education has a clearly pacifying effect on large youth bulges in 
low and middle income countries, although the effect is contingent on structural economic 
factors. While investing in secondary education is associated with lower conflict risks, such 
government policy is not sufficient to eliminate them. A combination of the expansion of 
education with high unemployment among educated youth can cause frustration and grievances 
that could motivate political violence. Mr. Urdal argued that in some countries of the Middle 
East, a rapid increase in the number of educated youth may have had a radicalizing effect and 
provided new recruits to militant organizations leading episodes of political upheaval. 
 
 Emigration can work as a safety valve in countries with large youth cohorts. But because 
migration opportunities are increasingly restricted and domestic job opportunities for youth are 
limited, developing countries that previously relied on emigration may experience increased 
pressures from youth bulges which may be accompanied by a higher risk of political violence.  
The importance of youth bulges in contributing to political violence is expected to fade in most 
parts of the world over the next decades because of declining fertility. Furthermore, the 
relationship between age structure and conflict could be weakened if countries with declining 
fertility rates implement policies to benefit from the demographic dividend. However, for 
countries that will continue to experience high fertility levels and large youth shares for years to 
come, especially in countries in the Middle East, Africa and parts of Asia, the demographic 
potential for conflict will continue to be a cause of concern. 
 
 Discussion. Participants underscored the cultural variability of the age at leaving the 
parental home. The norm of early home leaving in many Western countries is not entrenched in 
large parts of Asia and Latin America. In sub-Saharan Africa, half of employed young people 
live with their parents, although this is beginning to change as urbanization and other aspects of 
modern living tend to weaken family networks and obligations. 



 
 

 

 
 Notwithstanding the differences in definitions of the youth bulge, there was a general 
understanding among participants that fertility decline led to transitory increases of the 
proportion of adolescents and youth in the population, which may open economic opportunities. 
A demographic dividend can be realized if the economy is expanding and youth are provided 
with opportunities for education and social integration. Conversely, worsening work and living 
conditions, and contradictions between higher levels of education of youth and scarcity of high-
skill jobs could feed frustration and contribute to social unrest. 
 
 The conclusions regarding the bulge-induced political violence are sensitive to the specific 
demographic measure of youth bulge, thus the importance of carefully defining the concept. 
Other demographic indicators are not generally found to be related to conflicts; for example, no 
relationship has been observed between urban population growth and urban conflicts. In high 
fertility countries of sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East, rapid population growth and not 
the youth bulges per se have been posited to engender economic and political problems. 
 
 
 
 
 


