
Why we asked young people about their views 
on work - and what they said. A policy brief. 

PEAK YOUTH AND 
MAKING A LIVING



Key findings.
Today’s lower income countries face a huge youth 
employment challenge - one which we believe  
young people themselves have a central role to  
play in overcoming. At the heart of this challenge  
lie several interlinked problems:

1. The vast majority of young people in lower  
income countries are in low-paid, informal  
and precarious work;

2. Youth populations in many of these same 
countries are set to grow up until 2100,  
increasing the already high demand for jobs;

3. Growing youth populations could boost  
economic growth if sufficient well-paid work 
were available, and even result in a ‘demographic 
dividend’. However, a simple and scaleable way  
to achieve this remains elusive. 
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This policy brief is based on a joint research 
initiative between Restless Development and 
the University of Cambridge which looked  
at young people’s experiences of work in 
lower income countries. The full report of  
our findings, “Getting by: Young people’s 
working lives”, is available to download at 
https://www.geog.cam.ac.uk/research 
/projects/decentwork/. Recommendations.

Past policy and research efforts have frequently failed to take young people’s 
perspectives on work into account, while much policy focus on employment 
generation has been devoted to supply-side interventions (see Box 1) with 
often limited success. We propose a broadening of the approach to the youth 
employment challenge, which incorporates:

1. A deep consideration of the structural factors involved in youth 
underemployment and how this might be addressed from the local,  
national and international levels (including demand-side policies), and;

2. Learning from the insights of knowledgeable young people who  
experience this challenge daily

What did young people say? Read more on page 7.

Box 1. 
What are supply-side and demand-side policies?

Supply-side policies are intended to prepare youth to enter the labour 
market, for example through education, training, mentoring and finance 
to start one’s own business. Demand-side policies, in contrast, aim  
to change the demand for that labour (i.e. by making more jobs available 
for young people) and to regulate the quality of jobs offered. Some 
interventions do not sit neatly in one category, such as apprenticeships 
which offer training (supply) and low-paid work (demand).



Methods.
In 2018, Restless Development and researchers from the University 
of Cambridge joined forces to run an online survey on young people’s 
experiences of work in developing countries. We reached 263 young 
people (aged 18 to 35) via the Restless Development youth networks, 
mainly from sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. The study aimed to present 
a snapshot of how young people themselves make sense of their own 
work situations. The findings come from young people who are generally 
well educated, with good English language skills, and access to the 
internet. Whilst they cannot be considered to be typical for their regions, 
their responses nevertheless offer some new insights into the working 
lives of young people in a broad group of countries.

Key statistics.
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Box 2.
Defining work.
 
Some 97% of all employed youth in developing countries work in  
the informal sector, characterised by insecurity, irregularity and the 
juggling of multiple income-generating activities. Traditional economic 
concepts such as ‘productivity’ or ‘unemployment’ do not always 
capture the various ways young people ‘get by’. Here we interpret 
‘work’ to include any form of work associated with ‘getting by’, 
including unpaid domestic labour.

70%
of the population in Sub-Saharan  
African countries are under 30.

1 billion
young people will enter the  

job market in the coming decade.

1hr 17min
 The average time women spend per  

day working longer than men  
in low-income countries.

42%
The proportion of female workers 

in developing countries who are 
contributing family workers/unpaid 
workers compared to 20% of men.

76%
of all workers in developing countries 

are in “vulnerable employment”.

40%
of the 1 billion will find work if the 
job market remains unchanged.
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The challenge.
Today, half of the world’s population is aged under 30, with  
90% of those living in countries categorised as emerging or 
developing economies. ‘Peak youth’ - the moment when a youth 
population reaches its largest size, before shrinking - is expected 
to be reached globally by 2100. Over the coming decade, this 
means one billion more young people entering the labour market, 
with only 40% of those expected to find work. How will the other 
600 million young people make a living? 

The current economic landscape for young people is challenging. 
Globally, young people are three times more likely than adults to 
be unemployed. While youth unemployment is markedly lower in 
developing countries at just 9.4% compared to 14% in developed 
countries, looking to the numbers doesn’t tell the full story. 
Informal work - strongly associated with working poverty -  
is the norm for young people in developing countries and with 
little or no social protection available in the world’s poorest 
countries, very few can afford to be unemployed. The challenge 
is even more pronounced for young women. For example, double 
the proportion of female workers (42%), than male (20%), in 
developing countries are unpaid family workers.

Hidden beneath unemployment figures are serious concerns 
about the quality of work, low pay and ‘chronically high’ 
levels of involuntary underemployment - in this context, 
unemployment is just the tip of the iceberg.1

To this end, it is unlikely that the potential for positive and inclusive 
economic growth - as well as young people’s own aspirations 
for work - will be met if the phenomenon of ‘peak youth’ is not 
accompanied by a substantial increase in adequately paid and 
decent work.

Despite the immediacy of the challenge, young people’s 
own perspectives and experiences of work in lower income 
countries are under-researched and are often absent from 
strategic discussions. The University of Cambridge and Restless 
Development have therefore come together to explore - and give 
insight into - youth experiences and opinions of work. By placing 
young people’s voices in direct conversation with policy expertise 
and academic findings, we pose this question: how best do we 
move forward?

FROM THE SURVEY.

What does work look like for young people?

“Besides my full time job which pays me a salary, I do network 
marketing with a company [...] and I also set up a citrus 
commercial nursery that I manage in my free time” 

(30-year-old woman, Uganda)

Most young people who responded to the survey took part in a portfolio of 
different work activities to make a living, variously combining paid work, 
unpaid domestic work and voluntary work. Respondents most frequently 
worked in the informal trading and service provision, charity work (typically 
unpaid), and agricultural sectors. Formal sector jobs, such as teaching and 
healthcare, were uncommon. 

Almost a fifth of those in paid work held down more than two jobs. 
Nearly a third of those generating an income combined self-employment 
with employment for another person or company, whilst over a quarter of 
self-employed young people ran two or more businesses. The 18% who were 
neither in education nor generating an income, meanwhile, showed higher 
participation in unpaid work than the group average (70% compared to 56%). 

1 O’Higgins, N. (2017). Chapter 1 – Overview. In O’Higgins, N. (ed.). 2017. Rising to the youth employment challenge: new evidence on key policy issues. ILO, Geneva. P. 1
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Does work pay?

“The uncertainty of when and where a client will come from is too much stress […] when 
it’s time to pay bills. The income is not consistent […] that takes me into debt which means  
I have to work extra hard to pay off the debt.”

(27-year-old man working as an informal trader in Zambia)

Almost 80% of young people who responded believed their income was not sufficient to meet their needs. 
Financial responsibilities to their family, the rising cost of living, poor economic conditions – such as high 
currency inflation, unemployment, and insecure and/or irregular work – were given, among other reasons,  
to explain the inadequacy of their income to meet their needs.

The examples of portfolio and insecure work in our study deviate from an historical ideal of secure formal 
employment in a single job (Box 2). Care work and domestic work are also part of the wider labour done by 
young people. It is critical to understand the varied, multifaceted and shifting nature of work according to  
the experiences and values of young people, in order to design appropriate policy and practice. 

What do young people aspire to?

“I believe I can be more successful doing my own things. Looking at the Zimbabwean 
situation, there are no jobs and so getting well-paying employment might be hard,  
however when doing your own things you can be self-sustaining”

(25-year-old woman, Zimbabwe)

Nearly a third of young people who responded to the survey aspired to run their own business within five 
years. Few young people (9%) aspired to paid employment in someone else’s business. The clear preference for 
self-employment often appeared to come from a desire to minimise risk and gain greater financial stability in an 
otherwise insecure employment environment. Thus aspirations are informed by the context. 

What stops young people getting work?

“There are few opportunities out there and the ones that are there are secured for the 
relatives of those that are already in employment” 

(21-year-old woman, Zambia)

Many young people considered that opportunities to support them in 
obtaining work were strictly limited. Family and peer networks, as well 
as NGO assistance, were among the few support mechanisms in finding work 
that they felt were available to them. They reported coming up against various 
barriers in their search for work despite - and in some cases because of - 
being highly educated.

“I am not satisfied with the work I do now because it’s not my 
field of work [...] but after school, after having applied for jobs 
for over a year, being an administrative assistant was the best 
offer I got.”

(28-year-old woman with Master’s degree, Cameroon)

Young people spoke of the lack of skilled jobs available leading to the 
under-use of skills due to feeling obliged to take work for which they 
were overqualified. A shortfall in job opportunities was aggravated by 
other obstacles, such as the difficulty of gaining the experience required by 
employers, as well as corrupt and discriminatory recruitment practices.  
Box 3 shows the biggest barriers to young people achieving their aspirations.  

Box 3. 
The top barriers preventing young people  
from achieving their aspirations, according  
to respondents 

1. Jobs being given only to people with connections

2. The government not doing enough to create jobs 

3. A lack of jobs available, and; a lack of training (joint third)

An over-emphasis on supply-side interventions?
The analysis in the main report (see page 2) suggests current policy efforts - 
which tend to focus on preparing young people to enter the workforce through 
supply-side interventions such as skills training - are unhelpful in isolation. 
In short, skills training without skilled job availability is a wasted opportunity. 
Moreover, structural inequalities such as the uneven distribution of global 
wealth and income, are directly related to youth underemployment in low-
income countries. We propose a greater focus on actively creating jobs  
for young people. 



How can we improve work opportunities for young people?

“It’s the role of everyone, including the youth themselves, but government, private sector 
and civil society all have a role to play”

(30-year-old woman, Uganda) 

Consult with young people.
Despite the policy relevance of their knowledge, young people in 
developing countries have rarely been consulted on what changes 
they would like to see in the world to improve their experiences of 
work - and how these changes might be brought about.  

Young people’s 
recommendations.
As well as calling for greater cross-sector partnership working, 
young people recommended the following priority areas for 
NGOs, governments and the private sector to pave the way  
for decent work for youth: 

1. Support entrepreneurship by improving access to capital 
through decent loan conditions and tax relief for young  
people with new businesses  

2. Establish mentoring opportunities and skills training for 
young people from an early age

3. Create meaningful and accessible spaces for young people  
to engage in decision making, recognising that there is not 
one ‘youth’ but many different categories 

4. Improve working conditions through better regulation, 
including surrounding minimum wage, health and safety  
at work and social security provision 

5. Foster greater transparency and accountability in  
employer’s recruitment practices to challenge corrupt 
practices such as nepotism 

6. Confront structural issues, including poverty and the lack  
of available jobs, focusing not just on job creation, but on  
the need for decent and sustainable jobs
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Conclusions.
This brief has traced an insecure and challenging employment landscape 
for young people in lower income countries. Young people often adapt to 
this landscape, mitigating the risks associated with a lack of employment 
opportunities through aspiring to self-employment and taking on varied 
portfolios of work. The analysis suggests that the current policy focus  
on supply-side interventions is not sufficient in isolation to address  
the challenge, but requires more focus on generating demand for young 
workers. It is increasingly clear that young people have a central role  
to play in assessing what solutions work best for them.

If you have any questions about this research, please contact the  
Principal Investigator Dr Anna Barford, Cambridge University (email: 
ab423@cam.ac.uk) or Ms. Rachel Proefke, Senior International Research 
Manager, Restless Development (email: rachelp@restlessdevelopment.org).
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