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Youth Employment

Job insecurity is a fact of
life for young people
COMMENT

Kristalina
Georgieva
Shortly after graduating from
university in Sofia, Bulgaria, at the age
of 23, I was hired as an assistant
professor. It was everything I had
hoped for — intellectually challenging
with a predictable career path all the
way through retirement. Such were the
certainties of the 1970s.
I wish it were as easy for today’s 23year-olds. But, sadly, it is not.
One of the ironies of our times is that
the world has never been wealthier —
global GDP topped $75tn in 2016 — and
yet there has never been so much
anxiety over the future of work. It is
particularly tough for the under-25s;
they are about four times as likely to be
unemployed than their elders. As life
expectancy rises, so does the need for
people of my generation to keep
working, which is a further block to
younger job seekers.
With the nature of work changing
continuously, job insecurity is now a
fact of life. Artificial intelligence and
automation are eliminating a range of
blue and white-collar jobs, from
trucking to banking, affecting people in
both rich and poor countries.
Achieving the UN’s sustainable
development goal of full and
productive employment and decent
work for all by 2030 will be a tall order.
We need to create at least 600m more
jobs before that deadline to keep up
with new entrants joining the market —
and at least two-thirds of these jobs
need to be in the developing world,
where the youth population is growing
fastest. If we fail, we will squander
what ought to be a demographic
dividend for developing economies.
It is important to note that jobs not
only provide income, they also help
workers connect to the society around
them. This is especially important for

young people in poorer countries and
in regions torn by conflict.
At the World Bank Group we have
invested in understanding country
employment dynamics and how they
affect youth. We know from our
analysis that to tackle youth
unemployment we have to create the
right kinds of jobs in the right places,
through investments that are both
economically and socially profitable.
For example, while manufacturing
and services were once routes out of
poverty for millions of young workers,
technological innovation is making
those paths more difficult to take.
Likewise, investment that is
concentrated in capital-intensive
industries that generate few jobs, like
oil and gas, leaves workers trapped in
temporary or informal labour.
In the parts of the world where youth
unemployment is highest, agriculture
is still the biggest employer. Two-thirds
of Sub-Saharan African workers work
in the agricultural sector, where
productivity is low and earnings
stagnant. They might improve their job
prospects by moving to the city but

‘The world has never been
wealthier, yet there’s never
been so much anxiety over
the future of work’
without education and access to
technology they have little hope of
advancement.
What can we do to help?
The starting point should be
education. All children need to go to —
and stay in — school. Research shows
the ability to learn throughout life, to
adapt and to work flexibly, will be vital,
as will technical, social, and critical
thinking skills. Education has to adapt
to help people become life-long
learners.
To enhance the employment
prospects of the young — and meet the
wants of the local market — we also
need to improve the design of training

programmes. In Argentina, the World
Bank is helping the government
strengthen and expand training for
disadvantaged young adults. A
programme we are supporting in Ivory
Coast matches first-time workers to
internship schemes that lead to
permanent jobs with full benefits.
Second, governments need policies
that encourage the private sector to
generate more jobs. This includes
investing in transport and digital
infrastructure. We find that young
companies are normally the most
dynamic in creating good-quality jobs,
but they also need the most help to get
going. Governments should help young
people start their own enterprises and
link small businesses and farmers to
larger markets.
Third, because it will take time to
bring all businesses into the formal
sector, for the foreseeable future many
jobs for young people in developing
countries will remain informal.
The challenge is to help informal
workers and enterprises diversify and
increase their productivity, and to
connect them to marketing expertise
and innovation to help their businesses
grow. Universal social safety nets will
also be critical so that benefits are not
limited to workers in the formal sector.
There are clear steps we can take,
but we have to work together —
governments, the private sector,
academia, and civil society. As former
UK prime minister Gordon Brown’s
2016 education commission report on
financing global education noted:
“Economies will rise or fall depending
more on their intellectual resources
than their physical resources.”
Preparing for the jobs of the future
depends on the actions we take today,
so that the defining technological,
economic and demographic trends of
this century will create opportunity
rather than entrench inequality.
I want the 23-year-olds of tomorrow
to feel the same hope for their future as
I did when I left university.
Kristalina Georgieva is chief executive of
the World Bank

Casual contracts keep Spaniards
looking for permanent work
Part-time labour

Only a minority enjoy the
benefits and security of
permanent employment,
reports Stephen Burgen

À

lex Angosto left school four
years ago but the only work
he has been able to find
since then has been temporary — usually between a
week and three months in duration —
and paid in cash. The alternatives are
“rubbish contracts where you only got
paid on commission”, the 21-year-old
says. “Now I’ve got a one-year contract
in an ice cream factory. In theory it’s a
year’s apprenticeship and then they
renew the contract.”
Mr Angosto’s experience is not unusual. Spain’s unemployment rate is
among the worst in the EU. In December
2016 it was 19.6 per cent, down from its
27 per cent high in 2013 when more than
6.2m Spaniards were looking for work,
but still second only to Greece. And for
younger people the rate is much higher
— 44.4 per cent among 15-24-year-olds.
The country also has a very high rate
of young workers — 70 per cent — on
part-time contracts. One result is that
nearly 80 per cent of those aged
between 16 and 29 years old live with
their parents, according to a report by
Spain’s Youth Council, a body of youth
organisations. Last year, nearly a quarter were neither in work nor education.
“What is the Spanish government
doing about unemployment? Frankly,
not much,” says Alfredo Pastor, emeritus professor of economics at Iese Business School in Barcelona. He points out
that 95 per cent of contracts signed since
a new employment act was passed in
2012 are temporary or part-time. In
some regions, a quarter of these last only
seven days. Fernando Prieto, director of
Spain’s Sustainability Observatory
think-tank, agrees: “The jobless rate has
fallen but only by creating precarious,
low quality jobs.”
Eighteen months after the country
signed up to Agenda 2030, the UN’s sustainable development goals, which
include a target for the creation of sustainable employment, Spain is falling
behind. The government is yet to
appoint an individual or team tasked
with meeting the goals.

Labour day: young women in Madrid demand better working conditions
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“There is, as yet, no institutional
architecture in place for realising the
Agenda 2030,” says María Larrea Loriente, assistant deputy director for
development policies at the foreign
ministry, which is in charge of implementing the agenda. “It is still in the
analysis phase.”
Creating formal and sustainable
employment is particularly difficult in
Spain. A minority — among them the
nation’s 3.3m public sector workers —
have full-time permanent jobs with
entitlement to sick pay, maternity leave
and other benefits. But the majority of
those in cyclical industries, such as tourism or construction, have little or no
security.
The problems begin early. Spain has
the EU’s highest dropout rate from education and training at almost a fifth of
the youth population.
“The situation is the reverse of other
countries with high unemployment, in
that we have a high percentage of university-qualified people and a high percentage of young people with no qualifications,” says Nacho Sequeira, directorgeneral of the Fundación Exit, one initiative striving to get young people at risk
of exclusion into the labour force.
“We go to companies and look for
opportunities for the young people we
have on our books,” says Mr Sequeira.
“Our view is: forget about qualifications,
let’s look at abilities first and then see
what qualifications they might need.
That way they can work and train for
the job at the same time.”
There have been some efforts to move
more people into full-time work. Last
month, the government and unions
reached an accord under which 250,000

public sector workers on short-term
contracts, primarily in health and education, will be given permanent jobs
over the next three years. The Caixa
Foundation’s youth employment
scheme offers to pay up to €9,600 per
annum to employers who offer young
people permanent contracts.
The foundation started a century ago
as the social arm of what is now Caixabank and its youth employment scheme
is funded by €20m from the EU Social
Fund plus €1.7m of its own cash. In
2016, another of its schemes found jobs
for around 28,000 vulnerable people,
including the disabled and those unemployed for more than a year.
“The youth programme is designed to
get people into work, says Marc Simón,
social area corporate director at the
foundation. “Because so many people
are unemployed, those with the most
difficulties are marginalised ever further. The poorest areas are the ones with
the highest school dropout rates.”
Salah Eddine Rghioui, aged 25,
arrived in Barcelona from Morocco on
his own aged 15 and spent a year in a
reception centre. By the age of 21, he had
completed his high-level vocational
training, but finding a job has proved
much more difficult.
“Here they gave me residency but not
a work permit and you can’t get a work
permit unless you can show you’ve got a
one-year contract, which no one is going
to give you,” he says.
“I had work but it was all [paid cash in
hand]. When you’re all alone with no
family and you work all day and still
can’t pay your rent, it’s not worth bothering. But I’m getting more experience
and you have to be optimistic.”

Out of work
Unemployment rose after the financial crisis ...

... particularly among young people
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In emerging countries, over 150m young
people are working and living in poverty ...

... while in many advanced countries the majority
of young employees are on temporary contracts

Young workers (aged 15-24) in extreme and moderate poverty
(less than $3.10/day PPP)

Share of workers in each age group in temporary employment,
2015 (%)
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