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Investments in education, work, and the sexual and reproductive health of adolescents and youth contribute to their human development and autonomy, and guarantee that they will have their own resources and
pensions for old age. In Latin America and the Caribbean 100 million adolescents aged 10 to 19 years
demand schools and teachers in secondary education, employment and health services. This work describes and analyses the situation of adolescents and youths in these three areas of interest, as a basis for
defining priorities and the integration of policies oriented to take advantage of the demographic bonus and
to enhance the sustainability of future dignified ageing for youth generations. Since Latin America and
the Caribbean is the region with the highest inequality rates in the world, investing in demographic dividend can also contribute to decreasing inequalities in the long term. Secondary data from censuses, surveys and international organizations are analysed to relate to the three relevant issues of interest. Most
than half of teens in Central America, and between 20% and 40% of adolescents in South America leave
school before completing secondary level education and most of them receive poor quality education,
20% of them do not study or work and some are trapped in a triad of problems: the secondary school
dropout, unemployment, informal and unprotected work and adolescent pregnancy. Despite the decline in
adolescent fertility rates, they continue to be up to seven times higher among the less educated. Unemployment rates are three times higher for young people than for adults, half of them work in informal and
low skilled jobs. The relationship between health, education, employment, poverty and inequalities demonstrates the need to strengthen and integrate policies of inclusion at school and at work, as well as special protection and social security for adolescents and youth.
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Introduction
For more than a decade the population of developing countries has numerous youth and adult cohorts born in times of
reduced mortality and high fertility and who are currently in the
workforce, while there are few small children and few elderly
dependents. Scientific evidence demonstrates that this demographic dividend has contributed to the development (Lee &
Manson, 2003), and how this contribution can be enhanced
through investments and policies to promote human development, articulating education, job training, the use of new technologies of information and communication, savings, microcredit, productive employment, health, social protection and
social security. This chain of policies aimed at increasing the
skills, income and opportunities of the many generations of
teenagers and young adults has become an engine capable of
interrupting the cycle of poverty among generations, to promote
sustainable development. These trends are particularly evident
in some Asian countries. Meanwhile, Latin America has not
invested enough in education of adolescents and youth in recent
decades; the average number of years of education of the population is around seven years, and the contribution of the demographic dividend for GDP has been lower than expected
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(Bloom et al., 2003).
To meet and overcome the bottlenecks observed in Latin
America, and to make full use of the demographic dividend, it
is necessary to take into account the barriers that arise in access
to and the quality of the education system, particularly at the
completion of secondary school, upper-middle and college.
Other barriers are in the family and the social and economic
environment of adolescents and youth. Persistent social inequalities disenfranchise some teenagers, regardless of the quality of education services and technological inclusion, which are
key factors for their productive inclusion in the global labour
market.

Material and Methods
In this article, secondary data on social conditions of the
youth is recollected from population censuses, population projections and surveys reports from different Latin American and
Caribbean countries. Own estimations and graphics are presented with descriptive analysis and emphasizing inequalities
within and among countries in youth population, education,
work and health. Comparative data analysis is combined with a
revision of relevant publications with statistical results, to build
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.
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a comprehensive framework of the limitations that youth face
in the most unequal region in the world and the actions developed by the governments to take advantage of the current
demographic dividend. The Mexican case is highlighted comparing also administrative data from education sector to present
imbalances between the demand and supply of education services for adolescents and youth, what in part explain some bottle-necks limiting the achievement of universal coverage and
increases in the average years of education, as well as improvements in quality of education in the region.

Results
The Demographic Transition in Latin America and
the Caribbean
In Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) life expectancy
almost doubled between 1940 and 1990, from 40 to nearly 70
years of age. Today, three or even four generations coexist simultaneously. Fertility rates fell by half between 1960 and 1990,
from more than 6 to less than 3 children per woman, as shown
in Figure 1. As a result, the age structure of the population has
changed rapidly. The number and percentage of children under
15 years of age and of youth aged 15 to 24 years is decreasing
since 2000, the percentage of adults aged 25 to 59 years will
peak in 2040 and decrease, and the percentage of elderly will
continue to increase rapidly (Gomes, 2001).
The LAC population corresponds to 8.6% of the world
population, totalling 560 million people, of which 105 million
(18.9%) are young people between the ages of 15 and 24. The
population group between 10 - 19 years old corresponds to 100
million children and adolescents who require schools and
teachers, health services and reproductive health. In Central
America, more than half of them leave school without completing the secondary level, and in South America and Mexico,
between 20% and 40% of adolescents are out of school. Most
of those who continue to study receive poor quality education.
According to the ILO (2010), 20% of our teens and youth do
not study nor work. When teenagers leave school they not only
cut ties with the education system, but also with various social
programs.
A youth population can represent a demographic dividend for
economic growth and human development, but that does not
happen automatically. It would only be possible if these many
youths enter productive and steady, well-paid employment.
Investments in youth—developing their capacities, education,

Figure 1.
Population by age groups (thousands). Source: World Population Prospects 2010, United Nations Statistics Division.
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health, sexual and reproductive health, work and savings—are
the guarantee that they will have their own resources and pensions for old age. This is the best way to take advantage of the
demographic dividend, while preparing teens and youth for
their aging process (Lee & Manson, 2003).
Another demographic opportunity is that currently, three to
four generations survive simultaneously. Today’s teens can live
with their parents, grandparents and great-grandparents, which
can represent a wider and more supportive family network, but
also more intergenerational conflicts, compared to the past. In
the LAC region this generational diversity reconciles with the
greatest ethnic and racial diversity in the world. At the same
time, 40% of the population are poor and the region has the
highest social inequality rates in the world (Gomes, 2007).
Young adults have the opportunity and the challenge to live
with diversity and inequality, to share and learn from three
generations, and to be protagonists in building inclusive societies for all ages. Public policies should integrate the needs of
different generations, from different ethnic, racial and social
groups, mainly including and promoting human development
and jobs for young adults. It’s just in that time of life when
everything is new and expectations are very high, that societies
have the most suitable opportunity to develop abilities and
skills, to open paths and opportunities, and to promote free and
informed decisions (Sen, 1999).

Demographic Dividend in Latin America and the
Caribbean
The demographic transition and changes in the age structure
of the population produces a demographic window of opportunity: the proportions of children, adolescents and older adults of
inactive ages are low, while the proportions of young people
and adults of productive and reproductive age are high and are
expected to continue to rise over the next two or three decades.
Currently adults of productive and reproductive ages represent numerous cohorts of children who were born and survived
in the decades of high fertility, low mortality and high rates of
population growth (1960-1980). The baby boom generation is
concentrated today in adulthood, had fewer children and has not
aged yet. As a result, the adult population is larger and has
higher proportions of children and adults over 60 years. This
first demographic dividend started between 1960 and 1980 in
different countries of Latin America and will last a few more
decades. A large working age generation means rapid growth of
the labour force and income per capita until they reach age 60,
when their children will experience a reverse situation, slowing
growth of the labour force and income per capita (Lee & Manson, 2003).
If this large baby boom generation should accumulate savings and assets and contribute to guarantee their pensions for
their future retirement, these gains could promote a second
demographic dividend, functioning as a lever for sustainable
development. On the contrary, if they had to be supported by
their families or by government subsidies, this possibility
would be lost and the demographic dividend could become
negative. Both, the first and the second dividends occurred with
positive effects on development in most regions of the world
between 1970 and 2000. The United States has reached the
second bonus point and now focuses its spending on the elderly.
In Asia the first demographic dividend has been responsible for
44 per cent of the current rate of growth per consumer, as a
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result of high investment by the state and families in the education of children and youth in the last two decades. One exception is the LAC region, which has not invested enough in the
education of adolescents and young people, and the contribution of the demographic dividend for GDP has been lower than
expected (Lee & Manson, 2003; Bloom et al., 2003).

(95.2%), Peru (80.9%), Argentina (80.8%), Panama (79%) and
Jamaica (78.7%). After leaving high school, from the age of 13,
teenagers looking for work or who are left without work or
study, encounter the greatest risk in the area of sexual and reproductive health.

The Case of Mexico
Education, Human Capital and Knowledge Society
The positive relationship between education and higher
wages is well known. In Latin America, a worker with six years
of education on average earns 50% more than one with no formal education. This advantage increases to 120 per cent for
those with 12 years of education (ending mid-upper level), and
goes up to 200% for those with 17 years of education (IADB,
1999).
With the increased survival of their parents, today’s adults
have been able to plan and invest for longer in the education of
their children, who achieved higher levels of education. Although the children depend on parents for longer and enter the
labour market later, they achieve higher productivity and remuneration. (Bloom et al., 2003).
The rapid introduction of technological advances in health
infrastructure and knowledge, and medical supplies such as
vaccines, antibiotics, contraceptives, and the spread of education and women's work in the region, allowed the population of
Latin America to double its life expectancy and reduce the average number of children per women to less than half (Gomes,
2001).

Latin American and the Caribbean Education
The LAC has great educational failures in education: many
adolescents frequently drop out of high school. It is noteworthy
that in 1992 only 8% of adolescents attended school in Haiti,
and only 13% in El Salvador and 14% in Brazil, followed by
Guatemala (26%), Nicaragua (27%) and Honduras (29%). In
1992 the most advanced countries in middle school attendance
in the region were Uruguay (71%), followed by Colombia and
Argentina (64%) (Please see Figure 2).
The largest increases in the period 1992-2008 were observed
in Brazil (27%), Bolivia (26%) and Costa Rica (22%), but they
retained their previous disadvantage; and Brazil still remained
among the most backward. Countries with the highest attendance rates in secondary education in 2008 were Bahamas

Figure 2.
School Attendance in 1992 and growth by 2008 in LAC. Source: Youth
and MDGs in LAC (UNDP, 2010).
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According to CONAPO projections, in 2011 in Mexico, the
group of 0 - 25 years old represented more than 50 million people (46.3% of the population), 11.3 million from 0 to 5 years
(10.4%) and 18.8 million from 6 to 14 years (17.2%), the latter
of basic compulsory school age. As shown in Table 1, primary
education starts at age 6 and lasts for six years; therefore, the
school age group at this level is from 6 to 11 years old and
represents 12.3 million children. The next group, from 12 to 14
years, is on the secondary school age, which lasts three years,
and brings together 6.4 million teenagers. Both groups reached
the highest number in the nineties and the beginning of the 21st
Century, until their absolute and relative weight decreased in
population, and is continuing to decline into the future.
The school-age group of high school education represents 6.3
million adolescents aged 15 - 17 years old (5.9% of the population). A record high was reached in the last decade and currently this group has also decreased its weight in the population.
Table 1 allows us to compare this population demand with
the number of students enrolled at the appropriate levels according to the Ministry of Education. Coverage in upper secondary education reaches to cover 62 percent of demand, by
subtracting from the total hundred percent, the educational
system fails to cover almost 40 percent of teens who should be
pursuing this level (estimates do not consider offering training
courses for work). The current relationship is between 20 to 23
students per teacher in this degree (depending on whether or not
the estimate includes the teachers and students of courses
named as “job training”).
Finally, taking into account the delays accumulated in the
previous groups, the school-age group in college could range
from 18 to 24 years, bringing into the equation 13.9 million
young people (12.8% of the population). This number will grow,
reaching the highest level in the next decade, demanding
greater coverage, and curriculum reorientation towards the use
of new technologies and improved quality and educational performance for youth. The current higher education level covers
nearly 20 percent of this demand, and there is, in average, one
teacher per 18 students at this level.
Table 2 shows that the Mexican education system covers 39
million students, with 2 million teachers and 266,000 schools.
The relationship between students and teachers is higher in
basic education (22 students per teacher) and average (17.5
students per teacher), compared with the higher (9.5 students
per teacher). On the contrary, there is a higher concentration of
students in universities (640 students each), followed by about
270 students per unit school education and 115 students per
primary units. Teachers are also more concentrated in universities (67 per unit), with a large disparity from the upper secondary education units (19 teachers per unit) and primary (5
teachers per campus on average).
It is noteworthy that children of about 11 years of age experience a sudden change from studying in small groups in
elementary education units to overcrowded groups in secondary
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.
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Table 1.
Demand for education and education system coverage.

Demand

School age population*
(thousand)

Age

Primary

6 - 11

12,331,9

High school

12 - 14

6,423,9

Basic education, subtotal

6 - 14

18,755,7

Job training
Secondary education

Coverage
Teachers (thousand)

Population/teachers

1,156,5

16.2

37,2

0.0

(%)

25,604

N/A

1,514,6
15 - 17

Secondary education,
Subtotal***
Higher education

Students enrolled
(thousand)**

18 - 24

Total

6,297,5

3,923,8

62.3

272,8

23.1

6,297,5

5,438,4

*

86.4

310,0

20.3

13,949,8

2,705,2

19.4

283,8

N/A

45,300,5

39,185,6

N/A

2,060,3

N/A

Note: *Own estimates based on CONAPO population projections for 2011. **SEP, Educación en Cifras (2010). ***As a second hypothesis, figures added “Job training” and
“School Education”, assuming they are exclusive, but these data are not analysed.

Table 2.
Education system in Mexico.
Degree*

Students in school ages
(thousand)

Teachers
(thousand)

Students/
teachers

Schools (thousand)

Student/Scholl

Teacher/school

Basic education

25,603,6

1,156,5

22.1

222,3

115.1

5.2

Job training in secondary level

1,514,6

37,2

40.7

5,7

267.6

6.6

Secondary education

3,923,8

272,8

14.4

14,1

278.2

19.3

*

310,0

17.5

19,8

275.2

26.0

2,705,2

283,8

9.5

4,3

639.8

67.1

39,185,6

2,060,3

N/A

266,1

N/A

N/A

**

Secondary education subtotal

5,438,4

High education
Total
*

**

Note: SEP, Educación en Cifras (2010). As a second hypothesis, figures added “Job training” and “School Education”, assuming they are exclusive, but these data are
not analysed.

schools. The loss of pre-existing ties and relationships in the
primary school is impacted also by overpopulation in secondary
school, with exposure to new challenges in learning and sociability and risks of bullying and violence among the pre-teen
ages. The distribution of the school population, students and
teachers, and the future increasing demands of adolescents and
youth, according to population trends estimated, should be a
relevant factor when analysing the possible implications for
permanence, abandonment, performance and quality of education, impacting the future of these generations.
Since the end of 1990s, Mexico has achieved universal coverage and gender equity in primary education, which allowed
the country to invest mainly in improving quality of education
at this level. The main challenge identified by the government
and international agencies is to combine and balance increases
in access and in quality at secondary education, upper-middle
and high education levels. Although 98% of adolescents of an
age to start secondary education actually enter at this level, only
60% of them graduate, indicating the need to improve the quality of education at all levels to overcome this bottleneck.

Quality of Education
The combination of increased access and quality of education
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

is a key to increase peoples’ capacity and human development
and thus, productivity and growth. Developing countries, including those in the LAC, have achieved almost 100% of coverage in primary education with equity and inclusion of both
the poor and girls in terms of access, combining education policies with conditioned cash transfers programs to guarantee that
poor children can attend primary school and are able to enter
secondary school. However, these children fail to continue and
complete the subsequent grades of secondary education and
upper-middle school. Moreover, quality and learning contents
have serious lags to be overcome in order for education to become a real engine for increasing productivity, incomes and
social inclusion.
Educational underachievement is costly and can only be recognised in the long term. Economic models used by the International Student Assessment (PISA) have now shown that relatively small improvements in labour skills can greatly affect the
future welfare of a nation (OECD, 2009).
Latin America has one of the lowest levels of achievement in
the international scene of education quality. Educational performance is low, with very slow improvement compared to Asia
and other countries with similar GDP. In 1960, 7% of adults
and 11% of young people in Asia had completed high school
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and entered high school education. Forty years later, Asia
quadrupled this figure to 44%, while LAC increased by only 18
percent. The ratio of education spending to GDP coincides with
that of countries with similar GDP; Finland, Hungary, Japan,
Korea and Poland. However, it is not sufficient to cover the
estimated average spending per pupil (OECD, 2009). This data
clearly shows the need to take into account the region’s demographic, whose adolescent and young are more numerous than
in other countries with a similar GDP, and investments in adolescents and youth should correspond to population groups’
trends and needs.
Taking as a reference the per capita income of the countries
of Latin America, with the exception of Uruguay, all other
countries have a worse than expected performance and a disproportionate number of students with poor school performance.
Furthermore, the poor and non-white people are less likely to
achieve higher levels of performance than their non-poor and
white counterparts. Even controlling these social differences,
all social groups in the region have lower performances compared to their peers in other regions. Despite the expansion of
educational opportunities, it is not the primary factor responsible for poverty reduction in the region. This low capacity to
include education in an engine for development is due to the
low quality of education provided. This result has led governments to take standardized tests to identify problems and opportunities for improvement based on learning indicators, useful to provide feedback to students, teachers and families about
strengths and weaknesses in education.

Education Policy
To overcome the gaps in access and quality of education, international agencies and governments have promoted coverage
increase and improvements in the quality of education services,
including assessments through mapping and monitoring the
impact of projects to improve operational practices, reorienting
priorities and budgets in the sector.
The World Bank has developed impact assessments based on
information systems, monitoring and management mechanisms
for accountability. The programs evaluated include creating
incentives for teachers whose students achieve better yields and
for groups working with overcrowded groups. They also have
created mechanisms for community participation as school
committees, providing information on student performance to
parents and subsidies for private sector involvement (Vegas &
Petrow, 2008).
In Mexico, the IADB has promoted evaluation mechanisms
and community participation committees in education, integrated with quality education programs and management support in education. It prioritizes targeting poor environments and
supports schools with furniture, computers, basic maintenance
and infrastructure, the training of teachers and high school
education in teaching techniques, curriculum and leadership
capacity (IADB, 1999).
The Ministry of Public Education (SEP) has promoted various projects to develop diagnostics regarding the needs and
expectations of students and teachers, to strengthen supply and
demand for education, information systems development and
evaluation.
Program evaluations have indicated the need to develop diagnostics of the potential and target populations to be covered,
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as well as monitoring and evaluation indicators, and an integrated analysis of the problems of coverage and quality, particularly at the upper and upper-middle levels.
An example is the final evaluation of the Program to Provide
Services of Technical Education, PSET, aimed at people over
14 who graduated from high school, and those in higher education, who wish to continue their technical studies at public institutions. It is found that the program does not have an established diagnosis, but separate diagnoses of six of the eight instances of executing the program, identify problems such as
declining enrolment and completion rates, high school dropout
and failure rates, and in underserved areas of the country, poor
quality and coverage in technical education services (Bracho,
2010).
It also identifies the need to standardize access and quality
indicators existing in different institutions and levels, to define
the sources and means of verification of the achievements, and
to integrate statistical information systems at national and program level, with the aim of integrating the potential population
and target population databases that serve for monitoring, standard setting, regulation of the operation of programs and evaluation of results.
Another example is the recent evaluation of the E010 program for the provision of higher education and graduation
through eight institutions, which also identifies the need for
integration of indicators and diagnostics developed separately
by each institution (Corcuera, 2010).
Although goals are identified to meet the baseline for calculating each indicator and frequency measurement, the program
faces the complexity of the participating institutions, as they are
very heterogeneous in their functions, populations, educational
levels and operation.
The pattern of each institution includes data on enrolment
and recently included some screening tests for school performance, and some suggest the majority of students pursuing
higher education strata come from middle or upper class, and
only a minority from an income source of less than 4 minimum
wages are supported by PRONABES (National Program of
Fellowships for High Education). Although it is difficult to
reach a comprehensive diagnosis, various studies confirm the
existence of common problems at the level of access, quality
and equity in higher education.

Investment in Education
Investment in education does not depend only on the increase
in public spending, but also on their optimum use, according to
demographic trends. Investment continues to be made more in
basic education and the training of primary teachers as before,
when most of the countries of the region both reduced their
growth and the number of children between 6 and 10 years of
age (Please see Figure 3).
The decrease in the number and proportion of children in the
past decade allows the adaptation of budgets to this demographic change, aiming to increase coverage, retention, return
to school and the quality of education.
This implies the need to estimate the excess of teachers in
basic education and to train them for the next levels, based
upon projections of future demand for teachers by level, particularly taking into account the growing number of teenagers
in the next two decades. For example, the training of teachers in
basic education, so they can use their skills and teach at more
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.
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Figure 3.
Public expenditures in education by level. Source: Human Development Report, UNDP 2005.

advanced levels.
At the same time, it is relevant to eliminate socioeconomic
and cultural barriers, through training programs for students
and teachers in new technologies and cultural differences as
well as to share programs and scholarships for poor adolescents,
indigenous and Afro-descendants, and to increase investment in
“second chance” programs allowing the return to school of
youths who dropped out, and to promote technology inclusion.
One measure that has been implemented in the region is the
improvement of infrastructure and the provision of school
equipment, particularly to those of minorities and poor schools’
pupils.
However, as the biggest obstacle to the continuation of adolescents is at secondary and upper level, it is of paramount importance to open more schools at these levels in the following
years to absorb the existing demographic demand at local levels.
In cities there is more supply of education and health services,
but coverage is not universal. Their quality is poor and the cost
to access them is higher in urban areas compared to rural areas.
Schools also may be far from the slums, and in this case there is
a cost of transport, facilitating dropout ocurrences. The low
coverage and quality of services in these densely populated
areas has serious implications for access and youth health.
Moreover, adolescents with children and who do not work have
the highest rates of poverty (Gomes, 2006), more breaks union,
and their children have higher infant mortality and lower school
performances (Fraser et al., 1995; Conde-Agudelo et al., 2005).
Despite most countries of the region having achieved gender
parity in primary and secondary education, the poorest are also
the ones with the highest rates of teenage pregnancy and school
dropout (Gomes, 2007).
Therefore, spending on education and health is higher for
urban poor people, spending more on books and school supplies than for rural areas

Education, Poverty and Work
There is abundant evidence that each additional year of secondary education can increase income between 10% and 20%,
due to increases in work and salaries (World Bank, 2009).
However, the Mexican population average period of education
is just over 7 years, less than the expected age of completion of
secondary education (Gomes, 2007), and the quality of educaCopyright © 2013 SciRes.

tion also leads to insufficient performance for greater productivity (OECD, 2009).
Teenagers and youth have the highest unemployment rates in
the population and have been the most affected by the economic crisis of 2008. Their unemployment rates increased from
11.9% in 2007 to 13% in 2009, reaching a record high of 81
million unemployed young people in the world, with the risk
that the largest youth generation of humanity could become a
“lost generation” (ILO, 2010). That is more important if we
consider that there is no one full exploitation of increasing investments made by the families and the State in promoting
education and gender equality for these generations in recent
decades, even if these investments were considered below their
needs, compared to other regions such as Asia.
That does not mean that education has no added value. Although unemployment among youth also occurs with higher
levels of education, additional years of education increase employment opportunities. And in most developed and developing
countries unemployment rates among college graduates are
lower than the total workforce with poorer education on average (ILO, 2010).
There are different interpretations of the causes of the nonabsorption of youth into the labour market in the LAC region.
Bloom, Canning and Sevilla (2003) state that the region has not
achieved the same results in terms of growth as Asia, mainly
due to the fact that in Asia there is a greater flexibility in the
labour market and more open markets, increasing the confidence of the population and in markets, creating more jobs and
fully absorbing the demographic dividend.
It is also recognized that not only the flexibility of the labour
market, but also the expansion of the economy and investments
of savings by governments, businesses and individuals at different times of life are powerful mechanisms to finance growth
and to generate productive jobs.
However, in contrast to Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean countries have lower saving rates, as they depend on price
stability and the existence of incentives for savings, combined
with low inflation, competitiveness, transparency and efficiency
of financial institutions and the availability of credit with attractive interest rates, in order to generate revenue opportunities.
In recent years some countries in the LAC region have
adopted most of these measures, mainly economic and saving
expansion, stability and low inflation. Although formal jobs,
social security and protection are more available in the LAC
than in Asia, LAC investments in education and competitivity
are weaker and economic growth is more concentrated in internal consumption and in the production and exportation of
commodities.
In turn, Lee Manson places greater emphasis on investments
and achievements in higher education by households and the
State, explaining the best results in growth through demographic dividend observed in Asia when compared to Latin
America and Caribbean region.
Youths with higher level of education have greater job expectations, particularly to receive higher wages and opportunities. However, despite their investments and efforts in studying,
youths face rigid limits to meeting their expectations and to
accessing skilled jobs and corresponding wages in the labour
market. As shown in Figure 4, in the LAC region, unemployment rates are three times higher for young people (13.4%) than
for adults (4.5%) (ILO, 2010). Youth unemployment rates were
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reasons; first, because poverty is related to early dropout from
school, entering informal work and forming new families with
young heads, and secondly, because the poor youths who remain living in their parents' homes or start to work in the family
business fail to help their families to overcome poverty. There
is evidence that less educated youths are more disadvantaged in
the struggle to achieve and remain in employment.
Young people with higher education have a seven times
greater chance of receiving job training, compared to those who
drop out of high school. Evidence suggests that older workers
and young people do not compete in production, but they are
complementary. Finally, countries with higher rates of retirement have also the highest rates of employment for young people.

Sexual and Reproductive Health of Adolescents and
Young

Figure 4.
Employment, Unemployment rates among Youth. Source: Decent
Work and Youth in Latin America, ILO 2010.

highest in Colombia, Uruguay and Chile for young people (near
to 20%). Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua and Peru,
had the lowest rates of youth unemployment, less than 10%.
Although three out of four young people live in cities, it does
not guarantee they access better employment conditions. The
main mechanisms of impoverishment for teenagers and young
people in urban areas are crisis and related unemployment,
mainly among youths and women, whose effects extend to the
following years until the economy and the job market recover.
Unemployment rates are up to five times higher in urban areas than in rural areas. There is a higher proportion youths living in rural areas who work (38%) than youths in urban areas
(33%). Conversely, in urban areas, 35% of young people exclusively study and do not work; while in rural areas this group
represents only 26% (ILO, 2010).
According to the ILO (2010), in the LAC, 39% of young
people work in middle and large companies, 21.5% work in
micro businesses, 18.1% work as self-employed individuals and
10% work without payment. The sectors where young people
work are mainly trade, hotels and restaurants (25.3%) and
community services (20.4%), followed by extractive activities
(17.8%) and manufacturing (15.7%), financial (7.3%), construction (7.3%) and transport and communication (5.6%).
The vast majority of young people do not access social protection, only 35.1% of them had health insurance and 32% are
enrolled in a pension scheme. Half of young employees do not
have a contract, 34% have temporary contracts and only 13.9%
have permanent contracts. As a result, they have a high turnover.
As half of the adolescents of LAC dropout in middle school,
their low educational level only allows them to work mainly at
informal work.
In the informal market the youths are trained for low skilled
jobs, reproducing the educational failings of their lower educated parents, many of them becoming heads of their households early. Transits of young people into the informal labour
market should be an important focus of public policies for two
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In most of the LAC countries the age of first sexual intercourse is decreasing, as is the case of Bolivia, Colombia and
Peru (the average is 18 years in Bolivia and Colombia, and 19
in Peru). In Colombia, the age of the first sexual intercourse
loss is decreasing between generations. In contrast, in Peru and
Bolivia young women delayed their first relationship. The difference is due to the age of sexual initiation for women living in
rural and urban areas, which is higher in Peru: rural women
start having sex on average two years earlier than those in urban areas (Please see Figure 5).
Most of the adolescents aged 15 - 19 in the LAC do not use
contraceptives, while contraceptive use among adult women
ranges from 30% to 80%. The vast majority of the adolescents
in Haiti and Colombia (80%), Guatemala (78%) and Brazil
(73% in 1996), Paraguay and Peru (about 65%), the Dominican
Republic and Bolivia (almost 60%) did not used any method of
contraception (data from 1996 to 2005) (Please see Figure 6).
One in five births occur at the mother’s early age in Nicaragua, Dominican Republic, Venezuela, El Salvador and Honduras, and this relationship is followed closely by Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala and Puerto Rico (Gomes, 2007).
Adolescent fertility rates have declined in all countries be

Figure 5.
Median Age of the First Sexual Intercourse in Women 20 - 49 years old
by area of residence. Source: ORC Macro, 2006. MEASURE DHS and
National Institutes of Statistics
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Figure 6.
Current Use and Kind of Contraceptive Methods among Married
Women 15 - 19 years old. Source: ORC Macro, 2006. MEASURE
DHS and National Institutes of Statistics.

tween the periods 1970-1975 and 2000-2005. However, many
countries still have high rates of teenage pregnancy, such as
Nicaragua, Guatemala, Honduras, Venezuela and Dominican
Republic. The proportion of teenage pregnancy was up to seven
times higher among those teens with no education, compared
with those of higher education levels. In Ecuador and the Dominican Republic two out of three adolescents aged 15 - 19
were uneducated mothers or pregnant for the first time. In Brazil, Colombia, Nicaragua, Honduras and Haiti about half of the
adolescents experiencing a pregnancy were uneducated (Gomes,
2007).
Poverty and poor education increases the likelihood of teen
pregnancy. In Ecuador and Colombia, adolescents residing in
urban areas are more likely to become pregnant, compared to
rural areas. In Ecuador and Colombia, adolescents who experienced domestic violence in their childhood had a higher chance
of getting pregnant when they became adult, and adolescent
mothers have a higher risk of suffering sexual and gender violence.
In Peru, adolescents (primarily the poor and those who do
not complete high school) experienced various family and social changes in the short period of one year, changing from the
roles of daughters and students to becoming sexually active,
getting pregnant and becoming mothers. They change their
whole lives very quickly and at very early ages.
In families of young women with small children, teen mothers combine early fertility with higher infant mortality, poverty,
and a lack of educational opportunities for them and their small
children.
Teenage mothers whose children are under six years of age
are at a crucial stage of parenting, and it is more difficult for
adolescents to reconcile their reproductive and productive roles.
This set of disadvantages contributes to the continuation of
poverty and barriers to accessing health services, contraception
and education, and developing social networking to get information, jobs and social security and protection.

Discussion
Most LAC countries still have the opportunity to explore the
benefits of this first dividend in the coming decades, through
Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

comprehensive policies and continued investment in education,
training and employment, savings, protection, health and family
planning, equity and social inclusion for young people as well
as generating income and jobs for their parents. The young
adult productivity depends on political decisions and coordinated actions in these areas being implemented now.
However, in the LAC region, many of the young people are
caught in a triad of problems. In the area of sexual and reproductive health, teenage pregnancy, the instances of HIV-AIDS
and STIs continue to remain constant or are increasing. Over
40% of school-age adolescents in secondary education leave
school (Gomes, 2007). And in the workplace, adolescents and
youths have the highest rates of unemployment, informal work,
vulnerability and migration.
The consequences of early school dropout, teen pregnancy,
HIV-AIDS and STIs leave negative consequences that are
costly and difficult to recover in the afterlife. Unemployment
and informal and precarious work continues the cycle of poverty and lack of social protection in old age for these future
generations.
Teenage pregnancy disrupts expectations and trajectories in
education and employment for these teens in the future. Finally,
the largest generation of adolescents in the history of the LAC
region is approaching adulthood, aspiring to a better future, but
without the conditions to achieve their aspirations and sustainability.
Therefore, it is a priority to understand well the relationship
between the sexual and reproductive health (SRH) of adolescents and youth, and the challenges of education, work, family,
resources, empowerment and participation to reorient and integrate policies to eliminate these disadvantages and to take advantage of the demographic dividend.
Today the region has an optimum combination of opportunities: it has the largest youth generation in its history, with
higher levels of education than their parents and who grew up
with the knowledge society and rapid access to information
technologies and communication. Unlike developed countries,
many young Latin Americans are likely to be focussed and
suitable for intensive use of new technologies, and they are
becoming more accessible, facilitating and encouraging the
development of new capabilities, transforming the organization,
operation and technical basis of education, labour and production.
It has also been recognized that achieving better quality and
performance in education requires an alignment of roles and
responsibilities of all the participants in the education system,
articulating improvements in the quality of the contracts, providing differentiated support for learning and strengthening
management in the design, implementation and evaluation of
policies in the sector.
Policies to promote the completion of a higher level of education, the improvement of the quality of education, the retention and provision of a second chance for teenagers who left
school include credit programs and scholarships, but also must
articulate incentives for teachers working in risky and poor
neighbourhoods, technological and productive training and
enterprises for youth, civil registry programs and business formalization, and should be articulated with social security programs for young workers in the formal and informal jobs, as
well as the inclusion of poor youth and those in vulnerable
conditions.
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Conclusion
To plan a society for all ages, it is important to take advantage of the exchange of knowledge and skills, work and protection for all generations. Many of the young people in the LAC
region are caught in a triad of problems: in education—the high
dropout rates and low quality; in labour—unemployment, informal work, unproductive, poorly paid and unprotected jobs,
poverty and migration; in Reproductive Health—teen pregnancy, HIV-AIDS and STDs, domestic and sexual violence.
Comprehensive policies should establish synergistic actions
with strategies for poverty reduction and security systems and
social protection to promote the retention and return to secondary and upper-middle school education, guaranteeing the quality of education, training and technological inclusion of students and teachers, along with the integration with job creation
strategies, job training, micro-credit, security and social protection in accordance with the level of education of the young, and
the promotion of sexual and reproductive health.
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