
-1- 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Press release – July 2013 

 

Leave your résumé with us and we’ll give you a call: Three decades’ worth of evidence 

on the problem of youth unemployment in Latin America 

 

In recent years, the problem of youth unemployment in Latin America has become an 

important subject of public debate and has been approached from a variety of angles. The 

issues raised in this connection cover a broad spectrum, ranging from what human 

resources executives see as Generation Y’s lack of a work ethic, on the one hand, to 

concern about the rising level of informal employment found among this sector of the 

population, on the other. Drawing on three decades’ worth of statistics from ten Latin 

American countries, a research project focusing on the difficulties faced by people as they 

make the transition from school to the working world has pointed up a disturbing situation: 

the unemployment rate for young people in the region is more than twice as high as the 

overall national unemployment rate in each of those countries, despite the fact that young 

people are staying in school longer. What is more, their overall working conditions, as 

measured by subjective indicators and the increasing share of informal employment, is 

deteriorating. 

 

This Spanish-language research paper, entitled “Déjenos su CV y lo llamamos: Tres 

décadas de evidencia sobre los desafíos del desempleo juvenil en América Latina” 

(Leave your résumé with us and we’ll give you a call: Three decades’ worth of evidence on 

the problem of youth unemployment in Latin America), takes a close look at the available 

statistical evidence on a problem that affects one fifth of the population in the following ten 

countries: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, Panama, 

Uruguay and Venezuela. The gap between the unemployment rates of young people and 

adults is 8 percentage points, on average, and has been widening, as the differential 

amounted to 6 percentage points in the early 1980s and had climbed to 10 points by the late 

2000s. The most recent data available indicate that the average unemployment rate among 

young people is 16%. This composite figure is the net result of widely varying rates in 

different countries, with youth unemployment rates ranging from 25% in Uruguay to 12% 

in Honduras. 
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Youth employment trends point to a deterioration in quality as well as quantity. In order to 

gauge the more subjective qualitative aspect of this issue, the researchers looked at the 

percentage of young people who would like to change jobs or to work more hours than they 

currently do.  They found that the percentage of young people (at all levels of education) 

who are unhappy with their jobs has risen since the 1990s. The mean increase for young 

people who have completed either their elementary or secondary education is 24%, while 

for young people who have a higher education, the figure is 30%.  The deterioration in 

working conditions is also reflected in the figures on informal forms of employment: in the 

early 1980s, the rate of informal employment stood at 45%, but it had climbed to 55% by 

the late 2000s. This increase in the percentage of young workers who lack social security 

coverage is mainly accounted for by those who are less educated.  

 

The combination of a rising rate of youth unemployment and an increase in the percentage 

of young people working in the informal sector of the economy suggests that people are 

entering the informal sector because they are running up against some type of barrier to 

entry into the formal sector, and this appears to be especially the case for this age group and 

for those who have lower skill levels. The evidence concerning the increasingly strong 

qualifications of the young population would indicate that educational gaps are not the 

reason behind the rising rate of informal employment among young people. Instead, it 

appears that a form of occupational segregation is taking shape whereby jobs that do not 

afford social security coverage are those that are primarily accessible for young workers.  

 

An analysis of labor indicators covering individuals over the entire span of the life cycle 

indicates that the employment prospects for young people in the 1990s were less bright than 

they had been for young people in previous generations. Although those young people 

improved their situation as they went through the various stages of their working lives, that 

improvement has not always been great enough to allow them to match the achievements of 

past generations. This indicates that young people who spend more time building up their 

human capital have bleaker prospects when they finally do enter the labor market: the 

unemployment rate for this group will remain higher than it was for workers of their age in 

the past, it will take them longer to find work, their informal employment rate  will be 

higher, and the wages of the less educated members of this group will remain lower.  

 

The types of jobs held by people when they are young can have an impact on their job 

performance during their adult lives. Estimates for  Brazil and Argentina show that when 

young people are unemployed or are employed in the informal sector, they stand a greater 

chance of being unemployed or of working in the informal sector as adults, as well as of 

earning less. These effects can be seen during the first five or ten years of adulthood but 

then tend to fade over time.  Less educated workers are the hardest hit: while these effects 

can be quickly reversed in the case of highly educated adults (ones who have had at least 

some higher education), this is less likely to occur in the case of those with less human 

capital. One the one hand, the results indicate that education serves as a signal of 

productivity. On the other, they contradict earlier evidence that informal jobs provide 
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young people with a way to gain training and experience, since the results show that this is 

true only of highly educated young people.  

 

One of the conundrums posed by this study is why the employment situation continues to 

deteriorate despite the fact that young people in all ten of these countries are now more 

highly educated than those who came before them. One hypothesis is that the quality of the 

region’s educational system may be questionable. Another possible explanation may have 

to do with ongoing commercial and financial integration processes, which are altering 

companies’ demand for workers in ways that may make it more difficult for young persons 

to enter the workforce. In any case, what is clear is that Latin Americans between the ages 

of 15 and 24 are finding that entry into the labor market is an uncertain, difficult process 

which is strongly affected by macroeconomic fluctuations and shocks. The words “leave 

your résumé with us and we’ll give you a call” (a call that never comes) have become an 

oft-heard, discouraging catchphrase for young people seeking to take their first steps into 

the working world. 

 


