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WHAT ARE THE GENDER  ISSUES IN YOUTH EMPLOYMENT  

Some are more vulnerable than others: The statistics on youth unemployment are alarming and 
catastrophic. One billion youth worldwide will reach working age within the next decade and youth are 
three times more likely to be unemployed than adults. Eighty five percent of youth live in developing 
countries where many are especially vulnerable to extreme poverty ( ILO 2008). Youth employment is 
very much linked to the overall employment situation. It has its own dimensions however, which require 
specific responses. Young people as a group are not homogenous. Some groups are more vulnerable and 
face particular disadvantages in entering and remaining in the labour market. Young girls feature here.  
Gender inequalities in education persist. The foundations for gender and youth employment are 
strongly determined in equal access to education for girls and boys. Good quality education remains a 
key pathway to increasing women’s opportunities and to educate a woman is to educate families and 
societies. Without quality education chances of getting a decent job are low. The greatest gender 
inequalities are still found in Sub Saharan Africa and Western Asia. 
Quality and relevance of education affects employment. It is not just the level of education achieved, 
but the quality and relevance of education and training that is important. Indirect discrimination against 
girls results in stereotyping them as less interested or capable in certain subjects – for example, maths 
and sciences. Textbooks often show men in dominant commercial roles and women in subservient, 
subordinate roles.  Occupational segregation creates mismatches between training and available good 
paying jobs are especially hard for  girls who tend to be sex segregated in the areas they study. 
Equal pay for equal work? Providing young women and men with formal and non-formal educational 
possibilities, including vocational training would lead to their empowerment. In the past several 
decades, more women than men have pursued higher education in some countries. However, this has 
not necessarily led to better labour market outcomes for women, as sex-based discriminatory practices 
may influence their recruitment. 
Work transition & Labour market discrimination: Female education is closely correlated with smaller 
family size, more decision-making responsibility, and higher income. But in general, young women have 
even more difficulties finding work than young men. Even where young women’s education is higher 
than men’s it is when they try find work that they experience labour market discrimination. Evidence 
from ILO School to Work Transition surveys shows that in a number of countries young women have a 
more protracted and difficult transition to working life than young men. Very often they have even more 
limited access to information channels and job search mechanisms than young men, and importantly, 
employers in a range of countries revealed a striking preference to hire young men rather than young 
women for a variety of reasons. Even though there are countries and regions where unemployment is 
lower for young women than for young men, this often only means that women do not even try to find a 
job but leave the labour market, altogether discouraged.  
The Informal Economy beckons  disproportionally girls: When they do find a job it is often lower paid 
and in the informal economy, in unprotected low-skill jobs which imply greater job insecurity, as well as 
lack of access to training, social protection and other resources, making them comparatively more 
vulnerable to poverty and marginalization (ILO 2008). Gender discrimination, cultural traditions and the 
lack of opportunities often leave women with traditional unpaid, family-based work. This is prevalent 
among rural youth19. In North Africa, for example, 78.4 per cent of the young female population were 
inactive and the female youth unemployment rate exceeded that of male youth by 14 percentage points 
in 2005. The home is generally considered a secure place for women to work in and the tasks assigned 
to them are said not 
to require particular skills or training.  
Domestic work is an avenue of employment for poor, rural young women who have had little access to 
education, often from marginalized ethnic groups – those with otherwise low employability. Domestic 
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work draws large numbers of women migrants from countries with an oversupply of labour and with 
high unemployment in such countries such as Ethiopia, Guatemala, the Philippines and Sri Lanka where 
it is deliberately used by governments to attract foreign currency through remittances despite its 
exploitative nature. 
The technological gender gap: The continuous development and application of technology has created 
vast new economic and employment opportunities. Without being “plugged in”, millions of women and 
men risk being left behind. Since women represent a significant majority of those who do not have 
access, there is a clear gender dimension to the technological divide. In many countries, there are more 
men than women acquiring technological knowledge and skills needed to apply new techniques and 
start innovative economic activities. Young women face many barriers preventing them from taking full 
advantage of emerging economic opportunities, increasing productivity in their enterprises and 
accessing more productive and higher value added jobs and higher income generating employment 
opportunities. The world average for women science and technology researchers is 28%, though this 
varies by region, the  degree of access women and men around the world have to information and 
communication technologies. Even though women hold more than 60 per cent of Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT)-related jobs in OECD countries, only 10 to 20 per cent are computer 
programmers, engineers, systems analysts or designers. The large majority of women are in secretarial, 
word processing or data-entry positions, requiring rather routine, low-level skills or limited technical 
training. 
Occupational Segregation in the employment field: An important employment challenge is to tackle 
occupational segregation of traditionally accepted “male” and “female” jobs and to break the barriers in 
opening up professions to both sexes. Unaware of their legal rights and often lacking enough role 
model, women are only slowly penetrating into the professions traditionally dominated by men. Young 
women, particularly in developing countries, are often unable to take advantage of training 
opportunities due to barriers to entry, discrimination in selection and gender stereotyping. 
Developing an Enabling Environment for young women: Ensuring that adolescent and young girls are 
provided with quality formal and non-formal education programmes is essential, including  vocational 
training that would lead to their empowerment and to more opportunities for decent work in their 
adulthood. Reform of curricula particularly regarding stereotypes, setting targets for gender balance in 
courses, and career guidance measures can encourage young women to take subjects more relevant to 
labour market needs. In some places measures to overcome cultural resistance to girls’ education may 
require incentive schemes, such as stipends to families who enrol daughters in school. 
 

WHAT WORKS IN ENGENDERING EMPLOYMENT PROMOTION PROGRAMMES 

In general, there is a need to engender employment promotion programmes. The inclusion of young 
women and girls as equal partners in youth development and empowerment programmes is very 
essential in overcoming gender imbalances. The question is: how can women, and especially young 
women who have been marginalized by women’s programmes so far, be mainstreamed into 
employment creation programmes to ensure that they are beneficiaries? Suggestions to be 
considered include the following: 

 Affirmative action approach whereby a specified proportion of beneficiaries of mainstream 
programmes should be women. 

 Target women as beneficiaries of programmes for vocational skill development. 
 Target self-employment and entrepreneurial development programmes at activities involving 

women, for example, trading, food production and food processing activities. 
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 Develop gender-friendly appropriate technology to reduce the drudgery of women’s domestic 
and economic activity and enhance their productivity and incomes. 

 Provide adult education for women to enhance their access to higher paying occupations. 
 Incorporate a women’s unit into all employment creation programmes to cater for the interests 

of women. 
 Collaborate with NGOs and CBOs working with women, and development partners. 
 Organize sensitization workshops/seminars on the socio-economic impacts of unemployment 

among youth (male and female) and the need to mainstream youth and gender concerns into all 
programmes. 

 Train women in business skills and provide access to credit and other financial services. 
 Formulate a national employment Policy responsive to gender and youth concerns. 
 Create jobs for women in dynamic and growing sectors of the economy where opportunities in 

general or prospects for enhancing women’s incomes are bright. 
 Provide child-care centres for young working mothers. 

 
In conclusion, it is important that the gender dimension is incorporated into all job creation programmes 
and that that employment promotion projects should be those with high potential of job opportunities 
for women1. 
 
B. GENDER ISSUES IN YOUTH ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 OECD studies suggest women are less keen than men on starting their own business and women 
entrepreneurs continue to be a minority in all countries. The enterprises owned by young/ 
women are significantly smaller and less represented in capital-intensive sectors, and these and 
other factors tend to penalise them in terms of sales, profits and labour productivity. 

 Women entrepreneurs rely substantially less than men on loans, both for start-up and for 
financing their activities. Women, particularly young women, also need to overcome other 
barriers when deciding whether to start a business, such as limited access to credit or traditional 
cultural  patterns preventing women from taking part in income-generating activities or 
controlling financial resources. 

 Young women are increasingly seeing the private sector as an area of more freedom from 
restrictions and where they can be entrepreneurial and benefit more from global markets 
particularly in the food processing and artisanal craft and design markets. 

 Recently, in some countries, the growth in women-owned businesses is greater than for private 
firms as a whole. Women entrepreneurs, including young women entrepreneurs, are 
increasingly becoming the driving forces of many economies particularly in Africa. Studies show 
that they account for 50 per cent of all new businesses. But these businesses are often micro- 
and small- scale enterprises, in the informal economy and may not offer the same job security, 
social protection, access to training and career development as the formal economy. In fact, 
formal employment, with all its inherent advantages in terms of job quality and quantity, 
remains an illusive goal for many women. 

 Women and increasingly young women, go into business in a variety of forms, including self-
employment, SMEs, social entrepreneurship, cooperatives and many more. For young women to 
recognise their entrepreneurial potential, it is important to promote role models that coincide 

                                                             
1 source|: Employment creation for Youth in Africa: the gender Dimension Prof Okojie Expert group Meeting on Jobs for youth 2003 
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with their realities and aspirations. A Bill Gates or a Mark Zuckerman can be easily replaced by 
an Oprah Winfrey. 

 Skills development paves the way by enabling women to create and sustain productive 
employment. In order to increase productivity, and diversify into higher value added activities, 
women entrepreneurs need to be empowered to access and adopt new technologies and apply 
them in different sectors in the economy. Promoting women entrepreneurship to help close the 
technology gap thus contributes to more decent and productive work. 

 Private sector growth is a key engine of job creation and youth entrepreneurship is an important 
component of employment policies. In most countries, with proportionately large populations 
of young people, the barriers to doing business are high, and even higher for young women. This 
serves to thwart enterprise creation, encourage informality and jeopardize good governance. 
Supporting young women as entrepreneurs will provide an impetus to social and economic 
development 

 Creating favourable conditions for small enterprise development among young people begins 
with assessing the incentives and disincentives that economic policies may create, perhaps 
unintentionally, for smaller businesses. Small enterprises must be able to make a profit and be 
competitive. Policies that do not specifically target youth entrepreneurship but may affect it 
should be examined, such as the administrative and legal procedures for business start-up, 
availability of finance from commercial banks, education and skills training, social protection, 
and business expansion support. The gender implications of these policies need careful 
consideration, in that often young women are denied access to training, to financial credit and 
business support 

 Post Conflict zones can provide new approaches to employment and entrepreneurship by 
heightened acknowledgement of the role of women and young girls in nation building 

WHAT WORKS IN FOSTERING ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP  

 It is important to address gender stereotyping. Improved access to desegregated training 
opportunities will help increase the employability of young women and improve their future 
earnings and socio-economic conditions.  

 Efforts should be supplemented by vocational guidance better suited to their capabilities and 
needs, as well as by gender-sensitive counselling and placement services to enable young 
women to fulfill their potential. 

 
BEST PRACTICE: IMPROVING GENDER EQUALITY IN YOUTH LIVELIHOOD PROGRAMS 

The International Youth Foundation (IYF) as part of USAID programming, works to improve gender 
equality in the marketplace through youth livelihood programs. It has lessons to share about how youth 
practitioners can be better informed about gender considerations and thus tailor programs and services 
to address structural limitations that young women in particular face. They call it Looking at Gender 
throughout the program cycle and has three distinct elements. 

(i) PLANNING- A gender analysis to target gender inequalities in any program start up 
(ii) PROGRAM DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION-  gender sensitive measures includes: outreach 

strategies for youth training; selection and training of trainers in g-s; times places and 
location of courses;  better provision of support services to females; outreach to parents 
and the community about the value of young women’s training; mentoring for workplace 
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transition, working with employers to meet needs of both sexes and the benefits of hiring 
females in non traditional roles; harassment free workplaces. 

(iii) MONITORING AND EVALUATION USING GENDER INDICATORS” -Using gender specific data 
collection; monitoring  access and reach issues;  tracking those obtaining loans to start 
businesses; and  monitoring the securing of safe and high quality employment to both sexes. 

 
 
ENSURING AN EQUITABLE ENVIRONMENT-KEY POLICY MESSAGES 

1. Education and training are not enough. To be fully effective, these need to be part of integrated 
national economic and employment development policies and strategies. Other key factors include the 
creation of an enabling environment for sustainable enterprise development, social dialogue and 
fundamental investments in basic education, health and physical infrastructure. 
 
2. Creating awareness on the need to overcome cultural and social barriers preventing girls from 
studying technology-related subjects. This also includes upgrading the informal apprenticeship systems 
in developing countries by enhancing relevance and quality of training, ensuring formal recognition of 
skills and providing women with access to apprenticeship training. 
 
3. Addressing low productivity and persistent poverty in the informal economy through the improved 
access of women and men to quality skills development outside high-growth urban areas, combining 
remedial education and employment services with technical training, implementing systems for the 
recognition of prior learning so as to open up jobs for them in the formal economy and providing 
entrepreneurship training that encourages and enables the formalization of small enterprises. 
 
4.Supporting media campaigns, workshops, trade fairs, exhibitions and other promotional events—
involving governments ,employers’ and workers’ organizations and local communities—to provide 
women entrepreneurs with a platform to promote voices for change and be inspirational for other 
women. 
 
5.Improving ways for women to access micro-credits allowing them to buy and make full advantage of 
new technologies, thus enhancing their productivity and access to new markets and promoting policies 
that assist women in establishing small- and micro-businesses, including providing business skills 
training, access to communication technology and credits to enhance their productivity. 
 
6. Ensuring an audit is done of all financial & business regulatory practices, in particular banking 
procedures and credit access to ensure it is not discriminatory to young women entrepreneurs. Just as 
discriminatory practices can provide barriers to women’s employment,so too can it to young women’s 
entrepreneurship. The International Finance Corporation has undertaken studies on selected countries 
about the issues of doing Business that affect women entrepreneurs.  
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Key Sources 

(i) ILO  Youth Employment: Breaking Gender Barriers for young women and men 

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@gender/documents/publication/wcms_09791
9.pdf 

Skills entrepreneurship: Bridging the Technology and Gender Gap  ILO 2010 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/gst_2010/ILO-OP.1-EGM-ST.pdf 

Employment Creation for Youth in Africa: The Gender Dimension; Prepared by Professor 
Christiana E.E. Okojie, Department of Economics and Statistics University of Benin, Benin City, 
Nigeria for the Expert Group Meeting on Jobs for Youth: National Strategies for Employment 
Promotion,15-16 January, 2003, Geneva, 
Switzerland.http://yesweb.org/2006/Publications_Papers%20_august%203_2006/Agenda%20Links/Fou
rth%20Session/Employment%20Creation%20for%20Youth%20in%20Africa%20The%20Gender%20Dime
nsion.pdf 

(iii) International Youth Foundation (IYF) Field Notes: Improving Gender Equality in Youth Livelihood 
Programs. http://www.iyfnet.org/sites/default/files/FieldNotesGenderEquality.pdf 

(iv) OECD Gender Equality in Education Employment and Entrepreneurship: Final Report to the MCM 
2013  http://www.oecd.org/education/48111145.pdf 
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