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JA Worldwide is one of the largest global NGOs 
dedicated to addressing fundamental social 
and economic challenges of young people by 
educating and empowering them to transform 
their future and own their economic success. 
Through the delivery of cutting-edge, experiential 
learning in financial literacy, work readiness 
and entrepreneurship, JA Worldwide effectively 
broadens the canvas of possibility for young 
people, and enriches their ability to both engage 
in their own economic development as well 
as contribute to the strength of their families, 
communities and economies. The 123 country 
JA Worldwide network is powered by more than 
400,000 volunteers and mentors from all sectors 
of society, reaching over 10 million young people 
around the world.

For more information, please visit us at
www.jaworldwide.org
Facebook: www.facebook.com/pages/JA-
Worldwide/148917188468013
Twitter: @JAWorldwide
Pinterest: www.pinterest.com/jaworldwide

All sources referenced throughout the summary are cited in the Sources 
& Additional Resources section of the report.  Please refer to full report 
at www.jaworldwide.org.

Quoting Generation Jobless: The Challenge of Global Youth 
Unemployment with attribution is encouraged.

Copyright© 2014 JA Worldwide®.
All Rights Reserved.

This report is funded by the Citi Foundation

The Citi Foundation works to promote economic 
progress in communities around the world and 
focuses on initiatives that expand financial 
inclusion. We collaborate with best-in-class 
partners to create measurable economic 
improvements that strengthen low-income 
families and communities. Through a “More 
than Philanthropy” approach, Citi’s business 
resources and human capital enhance our 
philanthropic investments and impact. 

For more information, visit www.citifoundation.com

®

Citi Foundation
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As one of the largest global NGOs dedicated to 
addressing the fundamental social and economic 
challenges of young people, JA Worldwide 
is exposed to a variety of difficult issues on a 
daily basis.  Our work with more than 10 million 
youth in over 120 countries every year gives us 
a unique perspective on the difficulties young 
people face around the globe.  One common 
denominator among youth, we have found, is 
unemployment. The unemployment challenge 
is severe as well as socially, economically and 
politically destabilizing. 

It is easy to be overwhelmed by the sheer scale of 
the global youth unemployment crisis.  Nearly half 
the world’s population - roughly 3.5 billion people 
- is under the age of 27. And one in every two 
between the ages of 15-24 is either unemployed 
or informally (and often vulnerably) employed.  

There are three categories comprising the 
unemployed youth:  

•	 Seventy-three	million	young	people	between	15	
and 25 are officially classified as “unemployed” 
(available and looking for work).

•	 Just	under	300	million	have	simply	given	up	
looking for work. 

•	 Add	in	those	who	are	informally	(and	vulnerably)	
employed and/or part of the “working poor” 
earning less than $2/day, and the number 
of 15-24 year olds without productive 
employment reaches a staggering 600 million 
out of a total global population of 1.2 billion 15 
to 24 year olds - one in every two.

The Economist newspaper has dubbed them:  
Generation Jobless.  

Without substantive intervention, young people 
across the globe will face a future of stagnant 
or declining incomes, declining standards of 
living, and vulnerability to criminal and insurgency 
activities.  At JA Worldwide, we believe that 
fixing this crisis will require the concerted effort 
of corporations, governments, educators and 
NGOs over the coming years.  Although some 
good work is already underway, the scale and 
magnitude of the problem demands a redoubling 
of the remedial efforts of all involved. 

This executive summary includes highlights from 
a longer report, ‘Generation Jobless,’ with three 
objectives: 

•	 To	 provide	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 global	 youth	
unemployment challenge by drawing from a 
variety of sources and studies that has been 
conducted over the past several years.

•	 To	highlight	some	ways	to	address	the	problem.

•	 To	outline	 the	 key	 issues	 and	 JA	Worldwide	
involvement in six regions around the world.

Introduction
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Based on data from The International Labor 
Organization (ILO), in developing countries, 
six out of ten workers in the 15-29 age group 
lacked a stable employment contract, six out of 
ten had below average wages and eight out of 
ten were in informal employment in 2012. The 
global youth unemployment rate reached 13.1 
percent, almost three times as high as the adult 
unemployment rate.

There is considerable consensus that the roots of 
today’s youth unemployment crisis lie in a toxic 
mix of four global economic trends: poor global 
macroeconomic performance; a growing youth 
population in developing regions; labor market 
structures and regulations; and the quality 
and relevance of education resulting in a skills 
mismatch.

The first two factors – poor global macroeconomic 
performance and a growing youth population in 
developing regions – threaten to dramatically 
increase unemployment in already fragile 
economies and sow the seeds of political and 
social instability.  Despite some signs of recovery 
from the Great Recession, many parts of the 
world, including developing regions such as Latin 
America, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
and Sub-Saharan Africa have not experienced 
improved job creation.  At the same time, their 
youth populations are mushrooming. 

This perfect storm contributes to widening 
income disparities, which was identified by the 
World Economic Forum (WEF) in 2014 as second 
of the ten most pressing issues for the world.  In 
its Outlook on the Global Agenda 2014, the WEF 
specifically identified unemployed youth as both a 
political and social risk, particularly for developing 
countries.  

As Helen Gayle, the President and CEO of CARE 
USA wrote in the report:  “Unrest cloaked in a 
desire to change from one political leader to 
another is a manifestation of people’s concerns 
about their basic needs.  And it’s the young who 
are most willing to take to the streets because 
they feel like they have nothing to lose.  Many 
young adults with college degrees are unable to 
find jobs and some countries have more than 50% 
youth unemployment.   Over the next decade, 
particularly in developing countries where much 
of the population is under 30, the lack of access 
to jobs will increase the risks of political and social 
strife.”  

The number of young people entering the job 
market will continue to outpace job creation, 
portending a grave imbalance between the 
supply of young workers and the demand for their 
labor.   For example:  MENA countries need to 
create between 80 and 100 million jobs by 2020 
simply to maintain current unemployment rates, 
let alone make a significant dent in the problem.  
Governments, the main employers in the past, 
cannot absorb the growing number of job seekers, 
while the private sector is not expanding fast 
enough to keep pace with population growth.   

Latin America and Africa will experience the same 
widening gap between youth and employment.  
By 2020, the Latin America region is expected 
to have the largest number of young people in 
its history.  The ILO projects that by 2025 Sub-
Saharan Africa will be home to 25 percent of the 
entire world’s youth population.  

The third factor, labor market structures and 
regulations, provide labor protections, which can 
also become barriers to productive work for youth.  
Labor markets in some emerging economies can 

Stark Statistics
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be severely dysfunctional.  For instance, in India, 
there are over 200 laws focused just on work and 
pay, rendering the hiring practices difficult and 
often paralyzed. While labor regulation provides 
critical safeguards to uphold humane working 
conditions, it can also serve as a barrier to 
employment, particularly for youth. Laws designed 
to reward employee seniority can result in young 
workers being the first to experience layoffs 
during down cycles, or simply not being hired in 
the first place. Employers facing high minimum 
wage requirements and stringent hiring and 
firing policies are more likely to seek experienced 
workers, assuming these experienced and older 
workers will be more productive and loyal. 

The fourth factor, the quality and relevance of 
education resulting in a skills mismatch, has 
become a persistent and growing trend.  Gaps in 
essential skills are globally prevalent and appear 
to be getting worse. According to the World Bank 
Enterprise Survey, in MENA, 24 percent of firms 
reported a severe challenge related to skills gaps. 
Employers in Latin America, Europe and Central 
Asia, and Africa also reported major challenges 
related to skill gaps, at 20 percent, 19.7 percent 
and 18 percent, respectively.  When surveyed 
by the Manpower Group, potential employers 
worldwide claimed they had trouble finding 
qualified candidates for open positions.  

Factors contributing to the increasing global 
demand for skilled labor include dramatically 
expanding international trade, technological 
change, globalization that increases the 
importance of skills rather than resources 
and evolving forms of work organization. In 
many countries, evidence points to an unmet 
quantitative demand for highly skilled workers, 

as well as firms facing qualitative internal skills 
deficiencies that limit performance.

The Challenge of Global Youth Unemployment   5 

incomes.  A future of declining standards of 
living. A future of potential social instability. 

A future where an entire generation or more 
may be lost.

problem.

Fixing the youth unemployment crisis will 

governments, educators and NGOs over the 
coming years. Although some good work is 
already underway, the scale and magnitude 
of the problem demands a redoubling of the 

problem is global, the solutions must be local. 

This report, supported by the Citi Foundation, 
has been created to accomplish three primary 
objectives:

1. To provide an overview of the global 
youth unemployment challenge

2. To highlight some ways to address the 
problem

3. To outline the key issues and JA 
Worldwide involvement in six regions 
around the world

The 121 member countries of JA Worldwide 
are but one part of the overall solution. Real 

change will require close coordination between 
the public and private sectors in each country 
and region around the world. Creative solutions 
must be developed. Best practices must be 
shared. And concerted actions must be taken.

This problem did not arise overnight. It has 
been slowly but systematically growing over 
the past decade. The needed remedial work 
will have to take place over the coming years 
between governments, corporations, academia 
and civil society. And it must continue over 
an extended period of time if lasting change 
is going to be achieved. We welcome the 
opportunity to partner with these and other 
organizations throughout the world to tackle 
this critical global challenge.

Cordially,

Sean C. Rush 
President & CEO
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As the world’s largest youth-serving NGO 
focused on entrepreneurship, workforce 
readiness and financial literacy education, we at 
JA Worldwide strongly believe that the world’s 
youth unemployment challenge can be alleviated 
over the coming years.  It will not happen 
overnight nor will it happen without the active and 
coordinated involvement of multiple stakeholders: 
governments; employers; educational and 
training institutions; civil society organizations; 
families, communities and peer groups.

These constituencies can work together to 
pursue five key strategies: boosting job creation 
and labor demand; better preparing young 
people for the job market; illuminating the 
pathways to productive work; improving current 
and long-term financial well- being; and fostering 
entrepreneurship.

The two stakeholders with the capacity to make 
the most impact on boosting job creation and 
labor demand are governments and employers, 
especially those in the private sector, which 
provides 90 percent of jobs worldwide.

Governments can develop macroeconomic 
policies that promote job creation, such as 
addressing regulatory and labor market reforms.  
Governments can also develop national action 
plans targeting youth employment and assign 
resources to these plans.  Finally governments 
can develop and support pubic works and 
infrastructure projects that hire and train young 
people in a specific trade skill and transferable 
“soft” skills.

Employers can create entry-level job opportunities 
for young people with specific qualifications or who 
demonstrate what Manpower calls a “teachable 

fit” and actively recruit youth candidates for these 
jobs.  They can also support young entrepreneurs 
and SME growth through mentoring and 
incorporating youth-led subject matter experts 
(SMEs) into supply and value chains.  

Four stakeholders can better prepare young 
people for the job market:  governments, 
employers, educational institutions and civil 
society organizations.

For example, governments can make secondary 
school completion a requirement, and provide 
supports that encourage attendance, such as 
subsidized or free transportation, materials and 
meals.

Employers can work with educational institutions 
to communicate workplace skill needs to students 
and their families.

Educational institutions can provide in-school 
guidance and support services to ensure young 

Promising Solutions
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people have support they need to graduate.  
They can also offer non-traditional learning 
opportunities such as night school, girls-only 
programs and online coursework for non-
traditional marginalized youth.

Civil society organizations can develop and 
deliver “soft” skill training programs for secondary 
school students and develop and deliver 
entrepreneurship training.      

Stakeholders can collaborate to illuminate the 
pathways to productive work.  Governments 
and education institutions together can increase 
the presence of career-counselors at secondary 
and postsecondary schools.  Civil society 
organizations can provide postsecondary 
financial aid counseling to these students and 
their parents.  

Stakeholders can also collaborate to improve 
current and long-term financial well being.  
Government and educational institutions 
can incorporate financial literacy training into 
curriculum, and civil society organizations and 
financial institutions can participate directly in the 
development and delivery of the financial literacy 
training.

Fostering entrepreneurship can be 
accomplished by educational institutions if they 
embed entrepreneurship education throughout 
curriculum, and involving volunteers from the 
private, public and civil society sectors to enhance 
student knowledge of the “real world.”  Civil 
society organizations and financial institutions 
can provide young entrepreneurs with training 
and support in areas such as business planning, 
marketing and bookkeeping.
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While the youth unemployment problem is global, 
the solutions must be local.  Indeed, a look at the 
six regions in which JA Worldwide operates shows 
that, while many of the causes and consequences 
of youth unemployment are common globally, 
there are important distinguishing characteristics 
that call for tailored approaches to addressing 
the challenge.

Sub-Saharan Africa – JA Africa
As the public and private sectors improve their 
efforts to boost job creation and labor demand, 
young people will continue to provide the key 
source of employment for themselves and others 
through entrepreneurial ventures. But there has 
been little in the way of effective program models 
or material that are well adapted to the local 
context.  JA Africa is addressing these challenges 
through the development of the innovative ITS 
TYME (Immersion Training Strategy: Targeting 
Young Marginalized Entrepreneurs) initiative, 
which aims to equip young people with the 
practical, strategic and tactical tools they need 
to become financially self-sufficient and active 
contributors to the social, economic and political 
life of their communities. 

Through this initiative, JA Africa, in partnership 
with corporate, government agencies, other 
local and international NGOS and individual 
philanthropists, are transferring tangible, 
marketable and sustainable skills to unemployed 
and underemployed youth. JA Africa has 

already impacted the lives of over 2,000 young 
entrepreneurs in Gabon, Kenya, Nigeria, South 
Africa, Tanzania and Zambia over the past two years 
and is targeting an additional 4,000 youth in the 
next two years. In 2013, the ITS TYME program 
facilitated over 500 startup businesses and 300 
new mentoring relationships, with 250 youth 
consistently saving and notable improvement in 
incomes across four project communities.

Latin America, the Caribbean, and Canada – 
JA Americas  
JA organizations in this region have designed 
customized programs in partnership with sponsors 
to foster entrepreneurship. One program, aligned 
with a specific financial institution sponsor, Citi 
Foundation, is “Women for Development.”  The 
program links entrepreneurship education and 
access to finance through local microfinance 
institution partnerships, to improve the 
ability of participating women to bolster their 
financial situation and, in turn, strengthen their 
communities. Since 2011, more than 5,000 
women have benefited from their participation in 
the initiative. 

More recently, recognizing the growing problem 
posed by youth unemployment, JA Americas 
has shifted its focus to youth age 16-24, with 
a strong emphasis on programs to better 
prepare young people for the job market. There 
also are plans to integrate digital content and 
other technological advances into its curricula.                                                                                                                                       

In Canada, a 2011 study conducted by 
management firm The Boston Consulting 
Group provides a unique look at JA Canada’s 
accomplishments at improving youths’ current 
and long term financial well being. Perhaps the 
most compelling statistic is that “Achievers (JA 
participants)” are three times more likely to be 
senior or middle managers than non-JA peers, 
and 80 percent of alumni credit the organization 

Regional Perspectives and JA
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as being the driving force behind their developing 
leadership skills. Many cite their participation 
in JA programs as the transformational event 
that gave them increased confidence, altered 
their ambitions and opened a door into the 
entrepreneurial world.

Asia Pacific - JA Asia Pacific
The 20 operations across the region focus on 
two areas: acquiring skills that are essential to 
the workplace, and having the opportunity to 
experience a real working environment. Business 
volunteers share career advice, while corporations 
help student participants gain experience with 
their organization in the form of job shadowing 
and internships. 

Still there are significant sub-regional variations. 
Take India.  In five years, one in every four new 
global workers will be Indian. At the same time, 
secondary school graduation rates are low, 
functional illiteracy levels are high and employers 
find it difficult to hire employees with adequate 
skills. With these problems in mind, for the 
past eight years, JA India, drawing on its deep 
understanding of the local educational system, 
has developed a platform of Work Readiness 
programs aimed at giving students a structured 
approach with which they can develop a greater 
understanding of the world of work, and prepare 
them for the job market in their communities.

Europe – JA-YE Europe
With a network of 39 countries reaching 3.2 million 
students in 2013, JA in Europe is the largest 
provider of entrepreneurship education programs. 
Understanding that entrepreneurship education 
is one of the most significant places where the 
education and business communities can come 
together to address youth unemployment, the 
organization is putting extra effort into support 
for teacher training programs to give young 
people more in-school opportunities to learn in a 

real-world context.  For example, in partnership 
with Hyundai Motors Europe, JA has brought 
21st century car technology into 125 vocational 
schools in eight countries, giving 3,000 students 
a taste of their future career prospects.      
                    
JA-YE also has been partnering with Hewlett 
Packard in the Social Innovation Relay, which is a 
global effort challenging young people to develop 
their entrepreneurial acumen around social 
issues. Online collaboration has allowed 43,681 
students from 19 countries to interact and create 
ideas together with the support of e-mentors 
from all over the world. 

The Entrepreneurial Skills Pass (ESP) is a new 
international qualification that certifies students, 
age 15-19, have gained the necessary knowledge, 
skills and competences to start a business or to 
be successfully employed. To receive their ESP, 
students must have completed the JA Company 
Program and passed an online exam testing 
their economic and business knowledge. The 
ESP is part of the European Business Campaign 
on Skills for Jobs, an initiative promoted by JA-
YE Europe and CSR Europe, a group of more 
than 4,000 member companies dedicated to 
corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

Governments have also taken steps – the 
European Union is putting in place a number of 
programs, such as the Entrepreneurship Action 
Plan, a blueprint for unleashing the region’s 
entrepreneurial potential, and the Youth Guarantee 
program aimed at ensuring that everyone under 
age 25 who becomes unemployed will receive a 
job offer or training within four months.

Middle East and North Africa – INJAZ Al-Arab
INJAZ Al-Arab (INJAZ), the regional operating 
center in the Middle East and North Africa for 
JA Worldwide, teaches programs aimed at 
developing basic business skills, financial literacy 
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and soft skills that equip young people to start and 
run their own businesses and find employment. 

Partnering with over 9,000 corporate volunteers, 
INJAZ has reached over 350,000 students a year 
in more than 1,500 schools since 2004. 

Currently, INJAZ Al-Arab is developing a unique 
program to solidify the link between youth and 
employment. The goal: to identify key growth 
sectors that lack youth applicants, and empower 
young people to seize the opportunities that are 
available to them. To that end, the program will 
promote these industries through a vast array 
of media and networks, such as airtime on 
popular TV channels, social media, and INJAZ 
curriculum. And it will culminate in an internship 
program, which will bridge youth to the world of 
employment.  

The entrepreneurial training program Start Up 
works through private sector partnerships with 
such companies as Boeing, and is aimed at 
harnessing young people’s entrepreneurial talent 
into creating registered, viable ventures. It entails 
an intense six-month period combining funding, 
training, mentoring and business operations. 
Ultimately, INJAZ Al-Arab hopes to launch the 
program in every country where the organization 
operates.

The United States – Junior Achievement USA
JA USA has focused on the emerging deficit 
between the increase in jobs that require 
postsecondary education and the decrease in 
Americans graduating with a high school degree.  
At a national level, President Obama has set a goal 
for the U.S. to lead the world in postsecondary 
educational attainment by the end of the decade, 
dramatically increasing the importance of youth 
graduating from high school first.  Several 
innovative pilots have demonstrated success in 
changing the mindsets of “at-risk” kids at critical 
transitions in middle school, an important step 

towards high school graduation.  

A relatively new pilot program, Junior Achievement 
Means Success, or JAMS, has started to 
demonstrate some positive outcomes in several 
schools in the state of Georgia.  JAMS is an in-
depth multi-year experience aimed at providing 
deep impact and long-term behavior results, 
especially in the areas of graduation rates and 
post-secondary school enrollment.  Through this 
program, sixth to ninth graders work alongside 
volunteers from the business community to 
explore real-world business challenges, develop 
analytical and problem-solving skills and 
understand educational pathways available to 
them.  Students are encouraged by a team of 
volunteers, trainers and mentors to pursue and 
enroll in post-secondary education institutions.   
Initial results from this pilot indicated that students 
know doing well in school is important for them 
and their financial well being.

Final Thoughts
Ultimately, the risks of not addressing the youth 
unemployment crisis globally are high. Failure 
to act can lead to higher social costs now and 
in the future, as well as social turmoil, political 
disruption, and long-term psychological damage 
to an entire generation.  The programs described 
above demonstrate successful examples of 
all key strategies – boost job creation and 
labor demand; prepare young people for the 
job market; illuminate pathways for them to 
engage in productive work, improve their current 
and long-term financial well-being and foster 
entrepreneurship.  

Every day, local JA organizations work with key, 
local stakeholders to provide examples of the 
importance of local solutions.  JA Worldwide 
welcomes the opportunity to work with 
organizations throughout the world to address 
this profoundly urgent challenge.  The future of 
our global economy hangs in the balance.
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