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1. Introduction and main findings  

1.1 Overview 

In recent years, the Asia-Pacific region has benefited from positive economic growth 

and increased investment in education. Each year growing numbers of young people are 

entering the labour market with higher levels of education. Nevertheless, even the more 

educated youth consider that a future of stable, well-paid employment is a rare find. The 

lesser educated have even less chance of earning a decent income for themselves and their 

families, causing many to be in vulnerable situations in pursuit of employment 

opportunities overseas.  

Informality and vulnerable employment remain a reality for the vast majority of 

young workers in the region. Asia and the Pacific as a region rests between the developed 

economies, where the services sector is both the primary employer and a source of growth, 

and other developing regions still dominated by low productive agriculture.  

Almost one-half of young workers are in self-employment and, of the remaining half 

who do attain paid work, only one-quarter have a standard employment relationship that 

includes a written contract with their establishment of employment. 

The lack of prospects for secure employment, along with increased education, access 

to modern technology and exposure to the perceived advantages of developed economies, 

create the risk of frustration among youth. This, in turn, can culminate in political unrest 

and external migration. For these reasons, much political attention has been paid to the 

situation of youth labour markets in the Asia-Pacific region, and around the world. 

To assist governments in their current efforts to place youth employment at the heart 

of respective political agendas and to provide information for the design and monitoring of 

effective policy responses, the ILO has developed its school-to-work transition survey 

(SWTS), a household survey of young people aged 15−29. The SWTS was implemented in 

2012–13 in five Asian-Pacific countries, namely Bangladesh, Cambodia, Nepal, Samoa 

and Viet Nam. This analytical report summarizes the survey results in the five countries 

and highlights the main areas of policy concern. The report is intended for the use of the 

policy-makers and social partners involved in the implementation of national youth-related 

policies and programmes, as well as for international and non-governmental organizations 

involved in the development of responses at the regional level. 

The indicators resulting from the surveys conducted in the five countries in the Asia-

Pacific region and analysed in this report aim to provide a much more detailed picture of 

the youth in the job market in a part of the world where labour market information is 

sparse and sporadic. The unemployment of young people remains a matter of concern, but 

it is equally important to consider the quality of work that is offered to them. Do jobs in the 

region guarantee the necessary income and security that would enable young people to 

progress towards independence, particularly of a material and financial kind, in their adult 

lives? The strength of outward migration in the region would suggest that national 

economies are not able to provide the types of jobs that many young people expect. The 

report focuses heavily on issues of quality of employment and also draws attention to the 

path and duration of the labour market transitions of young people, while drawing some 

conclusions about the characteristics or experiences that can help to achieve a smoother 

transition. 
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1.2 Structure of the report 

Section 2 of the report presents the objectives and methodology of the SWTS and 

provides certain aspects of the social and economic context of the labour market in the 

Asia-Pacific region. Section 3 then outlines the results of the survey in the five countries, 

focusing on the individual, household and educational characteristics of youth before 

turning to the main labour market indicators in section 4. Section 5 presents a detailed 

overview of youth employment, including details on conditions of work, and section 6 

focuses on the characteristics of unemployed youth. Section 7 presents the classification of 

the stages of the school-to-work transition and examines the characteristics that lead to 

better integration in the job market, especially in terms of obtaining a stable and/or 

satisfactory job. The section also deals with the duration of the transition for young men 

and women and traces the various experiences they have had inside or outside the job 

market during their transition. Finally, section 8 outlines certain general policy 

implications in areas of youth employment interventions. 

1.3 Main findings 

Too many young people are not benefiting fully from the educational system. 

On average, 37 per cent of young people aged 15–29 in the five countries are 

currently enrolled in school (from 23.5 per cent in Bangladesh to 59.6 per cent in Nepal). 

Yet still far too many are not accessing education at all or are leaving before completion at 

the lower levels. Between 0.1 and 13.9 per cent of young people in the five Asian-Pacific 

countries surveyed have never attended school. Adding to this figure the share of youth 

who have some schooling but who left before completion, more than one-quarter of youth 

in Nepal and Viet Nam and more than one-half in Bangladesh and Cambodia remain 

disadvantaged as concerns educational access. The principal reason given for never 

attending school or leaving school early was “economic reasons”. The implication, 

therefore, is that household poverty will perpetuate itself as the probability of finding 

employment with a good wage is compromised for youth with low levels of education. 

Despite progress in recent years, educational attainment in the five countries remains 

comparatively low. The survey shows that in Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal, more than 

one-half of youth with completed education finished at the primary level or below. In Viet 

Nam, the share was 31.9 per cent. In Cambodia and Nepal, young women are more likely 

than young men to stop their education at the primary level (or below), but a higher share 

of young men are among the least educated in Bangladesh, Samoa and Viet Nam. 

Only in Samoa is there evidence that universal access to basic education is being met, 

as only 1.7 per cent of the youth population completed education below the secondary 

level. Samoa is also unusual in its high rates of participation in the technical vocational 

system. As many as 47.6 per cent of non-student youth completed vocational training 

there. In Viet Nam, 10.0 per cent of youth participated in vocational training (combined 

secondary and post-secondary) but, in Cambodia and Nepal, the shares are weaker at 3.0 

and 4.4 per cent, respectively. 

The lack of education/training is seen as an obstacle to finding work by young 

people, yet results show lower unemployment rates among the lesser educated. 

University graduates face longer job queues. 

Unemployment among university graduates is a growing concern as the supply of 

qualified youth exceeds the capacity of the modern economy to produce the professional 

jobs they expect. Enterprises increasingly expect new hires to have high levels of 

education but at the same time have a tendency to say that recent graduates are not hireable 
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due to factors such as the lack of technical expertise.
2
 In this sense, unemployment among 

graduates is demand-driven, but graduate employment is also susceptible to supply-driven 

elements that come from young graduates’ expectations of good wages and working 

conditions. Some young graduates are waiting for a “good” job to materialize. In all the 

countries but Samoa, the young person with tertiary-level education (including post-

secondary vocational) is the most likely to be unemployed. The less educated, on the other 

hand, are more likely to create their own job in self-employment or to accept lower wages. 

These young workers are the most exposed to the risk of remaining trapped in conditions 

of unproductive, working poverty. 

An analysis of the perceived obstacles faced by unemployed young people in finding 

jobs is interesting in the sense that, rather than pointing to the economies’ low capacity to 

produce jobs, there is a tendency for youth in the Asia-Pacific region to place the blame on 

themselves, for example, in their insufficient education/training or lack of work 

experience. Fortunately, these obstacles are more easily addressed in policy interventions – 

the undereducated can be trained, and work experience can be embedded in curricula – 

while the broader goal of boosting job creation is a more challenging, long-term goal. 

While unemployment may be higher among the better educated, the results clearly 

show that investing in education brings positive returns to youth in terms of wages and 

access to the “better” jobs.  

Evidence from the surveys show that youth with tertiary-level degrees can earn more 

than double the average monthly wage of a youth without education (more than five times 

that of the own-account worker). For young wage and salaried workers, each additional 

level of education brings gains in terms of earning potential. 

The young person with a tertiary-level education is more than twice as likely to attain 

stable employment as the young person with primary-level education or less. In contrast, 

the lesser educated youth are much more likely to end up in satisfactory temporary or self-

employment or to remain in transition. Also, the share of youth informally employed is 

considerably lower among young people who have completed university education or post-

secondary vocational training than among those with lower levels of education. The gaps 

in informal employment rates of youth with tertiary-level education and less than primary-

level education are large, ranging from a difference of 11 percentage points in Cambodia to 

72 percentage points in Viet Nam. 

The countries’ average youth unemployment rate (relaxed definition) is 14.2 per 

cent; Cambodia has the lowest rate (3.8 per cent) and Nepal has the highest (28.9 per 

cent).  

Unutilized labour goes beyond the unemployed, such that researchers now prefer to 

emphasize the NEET rate, an indicator calculated as the share of the youth population 

neither in employment nor in education or training (NEETs) in relation to the total youth 

population. NEET rates are high in Bangladesh and Samoa (41.0 and 43.5 per cent, 

respectively). In Samoa, the share is similar between the two sexes whereas, in 

Bangladesh, the share of female NEETs is five times the male share. NEET rates are much 

lower in the other countries covered by the survey: 8.7 per cent in Cambodia, 11.1 per cent 

in Viet Nam and 11.9 per cent in Nepal. In developed economies, the NEET rates of youth 

(aged 15–29) tend to be higher.
3
  

                                                 
2
 See, for example, Serrière (2014). 

3
 Recent estimates show NEET rates in several European countries exceed 20 per cent (ILO, 2013a, 

table 10c).  
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Most Asian-Pacific youth search for jobs through friends, relatives and 

acquaintances. 

Regarding job search methods, asking informal networks of relatives and friends 

about employment possibilities is the most popular choice in all countries but Nepal and 

Samoa. Approaching family and friends remains the favoured job-search method of one-

half of unemployed youth in Bangladesh, Cambodia and Viet Nam. Such informal 

methods are discriminatory towards less-connected youth, who are left out of the job 

networks. In addition, they are sub-optimal for employers too, given that they will lead 

businesses to recruit from a limited pool of candidates who are selected on the basis of 

criteria other than capability and skills relevance.  

Responding to or placing job advertisements is the second most frequently cited 

option among unemployed youth in the three countries, and the most frequently applied 

method in Nepal and Samoa. Fewer than 20 per cent of unemployed young people in the 

five SWTS countries had registered at an employment centre as a means of finding work. 

Clearly there is scope to strengthen the capacity of public and private employment services 

in surveyed countries as a means to raise their attractiveness as a placement tool for 

jobseeking youth.  

The region shows diversity in the distribution of youth in the labour market but also 

commonalities in the deficiencies in employment quality that make it difficult for the 

youth (and countries) to make the most of their economic potential. 

The two countries with the highest employment-to-population ratios are Cambodia 

(74.1 per cent) and Viet Nam (64.1 per cent). In these two countries, the survey results 

show that the share of unemployed youth is extremely low – below 2 per cent. In 

Bangladesh and Nepal, on the other hand, more than one-half of youth are inactive and 

employment-to-population ratios are much lower (approximately 38 per cent in the two 

countries). In Nepal, both male and female youth are inactive in the labour market due to 

enrolment in school while, in Bangladesh, a very large share of young women are inactive 

non-students (thus bringing down the total figure). The shares of youth in unemployment 

are also high in these two countries – 4.3 per cent in Bangladesh and 9.2 per cent in Nepal. 

Finally, Samoa stands apart with a 73.9 per cent inactivity rate among youth, a minimal 

share in employment (21.7 per cent) and a 4.4 per cent share in unemployment.  

With a high share of employed youth in self-employment
4
 (47.3 per cent, on average, 

and higher in Cambodia and Nepal), with at least two-thirds of paid employees engaged on 

the basis of an oral contract in three of the five countries and with a minority of workers 

receiving core entitlements such as paid annual or sick leave, it is clear that employment is 

far from stable for most Asian-Pacific youth. In Cambodia and Nepal, the largest shares of 

young workers are contributing (unpaid) family workers (46.8 and 40.6 per cent, 

respectively).  

The youth labour market in the region is profoundly influenced by gender issues.  

Young women are at a disadvantage in the five countries in terms of finding work. 

The unemployment rate of young women exceeds that of young men in all five countries. 

The average female youth unemployment rate is 19.9 per cent compared to the male rate of 

11.9 per cent. In Bangladesh and Samoa, fewer than two in ten young women are 

employed. While in Samoa the employment-to-population ratio of young men is also 

relatively low at 27.3 per cent, in Bangladesh the male employment ratio is four times 

greater than the female ratio. The cultural traditions dictating the roles of women are also 

                                                 
4
 Employers, own-account workers and contributing family workers. 
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evident in the sectoral distribution of employment. Young women tend to find employment 

in the public sector, such as in education and health and social work but, in Asia, 

manufacturing work is also open to young women.  

The few women who do work tend to be disadvantaged compared to young men 

when it comes to accessing decent work. In the five Asian-Pacific countries, young men 

are more likely to be in regular employment than young women, are more likely to 

complete the labour market transition to stable and satisfactory employment and to earn 

higher wages. On average, the wage premium of the young male employee is 17.1 per cent 

over that of the female employee, and the male own-account worker earns an average of 

19.1 per cent more than his female counterpart. 

With the exception of Samoa, at least one in four working youth expressed a desire 

to change their job.  

Examining the reasons young workers want to change jobs provides hints on what 

they expect from their work. For example, higher wages emerges strongly as a motivation 

for changing jobs; 50.0 per cent of youth in Bangladesh and 62.3 per cent in Samoa would 

leave for a higher wage. Many youth also expressed the desire to change because of the 

temporary nature of their job, the principal reason given for wanting to change jobs in Viet 

Nam (62.1 per cent) and Cambodia (47.3 per cent). The qualifications mismatch is also of 

concern to many young workers, especially in Nepal.  

Informal employment is the standard condition among youth in the Asia-Pacific 

region. 

From 67.7 per cent of young worker in Samoa to 98.3 per cent in Cambodia fall into 

the category of informal employment. Youth living in rural areas are more likely to be 

engaged in informal employment than youth in urban areas. Young female workers are 

more likely to be in informal employment than young male workers in Cambodia and 

Nepal, but the opposite proves true in Bangladesh, Samoa and Viet Nam. 

The qualifications mismatch is high among young workers in the five countries; over 

one-half of young workers in Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal are undereducated for 

the work they do. 

In Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal, more than one-half (59.8, 57.8 and 50.3 per 

cent, respectively) of employed youth are undereducated for the job they do. The figures 

reflect the higher shares of youth with primary-level education or below in the three 

countries. The undereducation of workers can have a negative impact on worker 

productivity and thus on the output of the enterprise but also, more personally, on the sense 

of security of the young worker. The share is less in Viet Nam (21.3 per cent) and virtually 

non-existent in Samoa (2.8 per cent). 

Overeducation is less of an issue in Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal, impacting at 

most 7.3 per cent of employed youth in the latter country. However, in Viet Nam, nearly 

one-quarter (23.5 per cent) and in Samoa more than one-half (59.6 per cent) of young 

workers are overeducated for the job they do. The phenomenon of overeducation takes 

place when an insufficient number of jobs match a certain level of education, which forces 

some of the degree holders to take up available work that they are subsequently 

overqualified for. One consequence is that overeducated young people are likely to earn 

less than they otherwise could have and are not making the most of their productive 

potential. 
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 Heang Kanol, Khieu Khemarin and Sara Elder, “Labour market transitions of 

young women and men in Cambodia”, Work4Youth Publication Series No. 2, 

September 2013 (ILO). 

 Nicolas Serrière and Centre for Economic Development and Administration, 

“Labour market transitions of young women and men in Nepal”, Work4Youth 

Publication Series No. 12, May 2014 (ILO). 

 Government of Samoa, “Labour market transitions of young women and men in 

Samoa”, April 2014. 

 Nguyen Ngoc Anh, “Labour market transitions of young women and men in Viet 

Nam”, Work4Youth Publication Series No. 16, forthcoming 2014 (ILO). 

In some W4Y target countries, a labour demand enterprise survey (LDES) was also 

implemented. This survey of enterprises is intended to balance the supply-side picture 

captured by the SWTS. The LDES investigates the current and expected workforce needs 

of enterprises and the perspectives of managers on the pool of available young jobseekers 

and workers. By running the two surveys simultaneously, it is possible to shed light on 

issues such as labour market inefficiencies, weak job search/recruitment methods and 

mismatches between the skills-base of young labour market entrants and the needs of the 

labour market. Among the Asian countries, the LDES was implemented only in Nepal and 

Viet Nam. As this report concentrates on the results of the SWTS alone, readers are 

recommended to review the available national reports for results of the LDES although box 

3 does summarize some of the employers’ perspectives that came out from the two 

surveys. 

Box 2. Work4Youth: An ILO project in partnership with The MasterCard Foundation 

The Work4Youth (W4Y) Project is a partnership between the ILO Youth Employment Programme and The 
MasterCard Foundation. The project has a budget of US$14.6 million and will run for 5 years to mid-2016. Its aim 
is to “promot[e] decent work opportunities for young men and women through knowledge and action”. The 
immediate objective of the partnership is to produce more and better labour market information specific to youth in 
developing countries, focusing in particular on transition paths to the labour market. The assumption is that 
governments and social partners in the project’s 28 target countries will be better prepared to design effective 
policy and programme initiatives once armed with detailed information on:  

• what young people expect in terms of transition paths and quality of work;  

• what employers expect in terms of young applicants;  

• what issues prevent the two sides – supply and demand – from matching; and 

• what policies and programmes can have a real impact. 

Work4Youth target areas and countries:  

Asia and the Pacific: Bangladesh, Cambodia, Nepal, Samoa, Viet Nam 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia: Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Republic of Moldova, Russian Federation, the former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Ukraine 

Latin America and the Caribbean: Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, Jamaica, Peru 

Middle East and North Africa: Egypt, Jordan, Occupied Palestinian Territory, Tunisia 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Benin, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Togo, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia 

The SWTS was implemented by the national statistical organization in Bangladesh, 

Cambodia, Samoa and Viet Nam (table 2.1). Only in Nepal was the survey run by a private 

institution, the Centre for Economic Development and Administration, due to the 

unavailability of the national statistical organization. The average sample size was 4,300 

persons aged 15–29, with the smallest (2,722 youth) in Viet Nam and the largest (9,125 

youth) in Bangladesh. The SWTS was conducted in 2012 in two countries (Cambodia and 

Samoa), in 2013 in two countries (Bangladesh and Nepal) and spanned the two years in 
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Viet Nam. Data are nationally representative and national weights have been applied in all 

countries. The seasonality of the surveys should be taken into consideration when 

attempting cross-country comparisons. 

Table 2.1 Source information: SWTS in Asian-Pacific countries  

Country Implementation 
partner 

Sample size (number 
of youth) 

Geographic coverage Reference period 

Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 9 125 National January–March 2013 

Cambodia 
National Institute of 

Statistics 
3 552 National July–August 2012 

Nepal 
Center for Economic 

Development and 
Administration 

3 584 National April–May 2013 

Samoa 
Bureau of Statistics 2 914 National 

November–December 
2012 

Viet Nam 
General Statistics 

Office 
2 722 National 

December 2012–
January 2013 

2.2 Socio-economic context 

2.2.1 Economic growth 

The Asia-Pacific region includes a diverse set of countries that form a rich tapestry of 

societies, cultures, religions, economies and geographical landscapes. It includes several of 

the world’s advanced economies, as well as developing economies, which house two-thirds 

of the world’s working poor. The region is subdivided into three subregions: East Asia, 

South Asia, and South-East Asia and the Pacific, each with its own labour market 

dynamics and challenges. The five countries covered in this report fall into two subregions: 

Bangladesh and Nepal in South Asia, and Cambodia, Samoa and Viet Nam in South-East 

Asia and the Pacific. 

Using its diversity as an asset, the Asia-Pacific region has been the most 

economically dynamic region in the world over the past two decades, growing at an 

average of 8.1 per cent annually from 2000–13, a faster rate than any other region and well 

above global growth of 3.7 per cent per year over the same period (table 2.2). The region’s 

importance to the world economy has also increased substantially. In 2013, the economies 

of Asia and the Pacific, termed “emerging and developing Asia” by the International 

Monetary Fund, were responsible for 25.9 per cent of global gross domestic product 

(GDP), an increase from 14.5 per cent in 2000. The regional share in global GDP overtook 

that of the European Union (EU) in 2009. 

While the global financial crisis in 2008–09 took a toll on the region, recovery came 

as early as 2010. The effects of the crisis were initially felt more in export-oriented 

economies than domestic demand-driven economies because of the decline in demand 

from developed economies abroad for exports. High food and energy prices, coupled with 

natural disasters such as earthquakes, floods and typhoons, also impacted economic 

growth. The average inflation rate almost doubled between 2009 and 2011 (from 2.5 per 

cent to 4.7 per cent), before declining to 3.7 per cent in 2012. Notwithstanding these 

challenges, the region remains the leader in GDP growth as well as in merchandise trade, 

overtaking Europe in 2012 as the world’s largest trading region (UN ESCAP, 2012). 
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Table 2.2 Annual GDP growth rate (constant prices) and share of GDP (at PPP) in global total, 2000, 
2005, 2008–13 (%) 

Region 2000 2005 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
Average 
2000–13 

GDP growth rate          

World 4.7 4.7 2.7 -0.4 5.2 3.9 3.2 3.0 3.7 

Advanced economies 4.1 2.8 0.1 -3.4 3.0 1.7 1.4 1.3 1.8 

European Union 4.0 2.4 0.6 -4.4 2.0 1.7 -0.3 0.2 1.5 

Emerging market and 
developing economies 

5.7 7.3 5.9 3.1 7.5 6.3 5.1 4.7 6.1 

Emerging and developing Asia 6.5 9.5 7.3 7.7 9.7 7.9 6.7 6.5 8.1 

Latin America and the 
Caribbean 

3.8 4.6 4.3 -1.3 6.0 4.6 3.1 2.7 3.4 

Middle East and North Africa 5.6 5.6 5.1 3.0 5.5 3.9 4.1 2.2 5.0 

Sub-Saharan Africa 3.5 6.2 5.7 2.6 5.6 5.5 4.9 4.9 5.4 

Share of GDP in global total          

Advanced economies 63.0 58.7 54.8 53.3 52.2 51.2 50.4 49.6 56.6 

European Union 24.8 22.9 21.7 20.9 20.3 19.9 19.2 18.7 22.1 

Emerging market and 
developing economies 

37.0 41.3 45.2 46.7 47.8 48.8 49.6 50.4 43.4 

Emerging and developing Asia 14.5 17.7 20.6 22.3 23.3 24.2 25.1 25.9 19.7 

Latin America and the 
Caribbean 

8.8 8.4 8.6 8.5 8.6 8.7 8.7 8.6 8.5 

Middle East and North Africa 4.3 4.8 5.1 5.2 5.3 5.1 5.1 5.0 4.8 

Sub-Saharan Africa 2.0 2.2 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.5 2.5 2.6 2.3 

PPP = purchasing power parity. 

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2014. 

There is significant subregional diversity among the Asian-Pacific economies. The 

countries of East Asia have a higher rate of GDP growth, averaging 8.7 per cent from 2007 

to 2012, compared to 6.7 per cent in South Asia and 5.1 per cent in South-East Asia and 

the Pacific (ILO, 2014). GDP growth also differs significantly across the five SWTS 

countries. Samoa and Cambodia were hit hardest by the economic crisis in 2008–09; in 

2009, Samoa faced a negative growth rate of 5.1 per cent, while Cambodia floundered at 

positive 0.1 per cent, but both countries bounced back quickly (figure 2.1). Bangladesh, 

Nepal and Viet Nam, in contrast, show less volatility, with growth remaining firmly 

between 5 and 7 per cent since 2000. 

Figure 2.1 Annual GDP growth, 2000–12 

 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators, 2014. 
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The five economies are diverse in their structures. Cambodia and Nepal show the 

strongest agricultural base, with agriculture production continuing to contribute to at least 

one-third of GDP (figure 2.2). Value added from the services sector is higher than 

agriculture in the two countries, but the differences in shares are not large. In Viet Nam, in 

contrast, the value added in the services sector was double that of agriculture in 2012, and 

in Bangladesh the services share was three times that of agriculture. In Bangladesh, Samoa 

and Viet Nam, the industrial base is greater than agriculture. The value added share of 

industry remains as high as 39 per cent in Viet Nam and above 20 per cent in the 

remaining four countries but Nepal. 

Figure 2.2 Structure of output (value added % of GDP), 2012 

 

Source: World Bank, World Development Bank Indicators, 2014. 

Cambodia and Viet Nam are the largest receivers of foreign direct investment (FDI), 

comprising 11.1 and 5.4 per cent, respectively, of GDP in 2012 (table 2.3). Nepal, in 

comparison, showed a net FDI inflow of only 0.5 per cent in the same year. Bangladesh, 

Cambodia and Viet Nam have also shown significant growth in exports after 2009 and 

even larger growth rates in imports. 

2.2.2 Population 

In 2012, 4.3 billion people were living in the region, which is equal to 60 per cent of 

the global total of 7.1 billion people. The youth population aged 15–24 comprised more 

than 750 million.
6
 Regarding the five SWTS countries, the share of youth in the total 

population hovered around 20 per cent and was slightly higher than the regional average of 

18.3 per cent in 2010 in all countries but Samoa, which was equal to the average (table 

2.4). Dependency ratios were also above the regional average in all but Viet Nam. The 

large youth population and their eventual entry into the workforce is a challenge and also 

an opportunity for these countries. It will be up to policy-makers to turn this youth bulge 

into a demographic dividend and take advantage of declining dependency ratios. 

  

                                                 
6
 UN ESCAP, “Youth in Asia-Pacific Factsheet”, November 2012.  
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Table 2.3 Macroeconomic indicators, 2007–12 (%) 

Indicators per country 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Bangladesh       
GDP growth rate  6.4 6.2 5.7 6.1 6.7 6.2 

Foreign direct investment (% of GDP) 1.0 1.3 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.0 

Exports growth rate 13.0 7.0 0.0 0.9 29.3 7.8 

Imports growth 26.7 28.8 26.6 25.0 31.6 32.1 

Current account balance (% of GDP) 1.3 1.2 4.0 2.1 -0.1 2.3 

Cambodia       

GDP growth rate 10.2 6.7 0.1 6.0 7.1 7.3 

Foreign direct investment (% of GDP) 10.0 7.9 5.2 7.0 7.0 11.1 

Exports growth rate 10.1 15.7 -9.9 20.6 18.9 - 

Imports growth 72.9 67.8 55.9 59.5 59.5 - 

Current account balance (% of GDP) -4.9 -7.9 -7.5 -6.9 -5.5 -8.6 

Nepal       

GDP growth rate 3.4 6.1 4.5 4.8 3.4 4.9 

Foreign direct investment (% of GDP) 0.1 0.0 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.5 

Exports growth rate -0.9 0.7 3.9 -10.4 -2.1 1.9 

Imports growth 31.7 33.3 34.7 36.4 32.7 33.4 

Current account balance (% of GDP) 0.1 5.8 0.1 -0.8 1.5 3.0 

Samoa       

GDP growth rate 1.8 4.3 -5.1 0.4 1.4 2.9 

Foreign direct investment (% of GDP) 1.4 8.0 2.0 0.2 2.4 3.4 

Exports growth rate - - - - - - 

Imports growth 61.6 48.8 64.3 64.9 57.5 61.0 

Current account balance (% of GDP) -9.3 -10.0 -2.5 -7.6 -10.5 -5.2 

Viet Nam       

GDP growth rate 7.1 5.7 5.4 6.4 6.2 5.2 

Foreign direct investment (% of GDP) 8.7 9.7 7.2 6.9 5.5 5.4 

Exports growth rate 12.5 13.7 -5.1 8.4 10.8 15.7 

Imports growth 84.1 84.0 73.3 80.2 83.5 76.5 

Current account balance (% of GDP) -9.0 -10.9 -6.2 -3.7 0.2 5.8 

.. = data not available. 

Source: World Bank, World Development Bank Indicators, 2014. 

Table 2.4 Share of youth (15–24) in total population and dependency ratios, 2000, 2005 and 2010 

Country % of total population Total dependency ratio (%) 

 

2000 2005 2010 2000 2005 2010 

Bangladesh 20.9 20.8 20.3 70 63 57 

Cambodia 19.8 24.2 20.9 81 68 58 

Nepal 19.5 18.4 19.6 79 78 73 

Samoa 18.5 17.8 18.3 82 80 76 

Viet Nam 20.0 20.5 20.1 61 51 43 

Asia average 18.1 18.9 18.3 57 51 48 

Note: The dependency ratio is the share of persons aged 0–14 and 65+ divided by the working-age population aged 15–64. 

Source: UN, World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision Database. 

The Asia-Pacific region has one of the highest sex-ratio imbalances, with a regional 

average of 104.8 boys for 100 girls. This is compared to the ratios of 92.8, 98.4 and 99.7 in 
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Europe, Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa, respectively, in 2010.
7
 The largest 

imbalances are in China and India, where for every 100 girls there were 107.4 and 107.2 

boys, respectively. Among the five SWTS countries in the Asia-Pacific region, the sex 

ratio exceeds 100 only in Bangladesh (103.2) and Samoa (106.5).  

Urbanization is a challenge in the region. The share of the population living in urban 

areas is expected to increase to 48.0 per cent in 2015, an increase from 38.2 per cent in 

2000 (table 2.5). While the five SWTS countries follow the urbanization trend, a smaller 

proportion live in urban areas compared to the regional average. In Bangladesh and Viet 

Nam, already more than one-quarter of the population were urban dwellers in 2010, but in 

Cambodia, Nepal and Samoa, shares were 20 per cent or less (16.7 per cent in Nepal).  

Table 2.5 Share of urban population, 2000, 2005, 2010 and 2015 (%) 

Country 2000 2005 2010 2015* 

Bangladesh 23.6 25.6 27.9 30.4 

Cambodia 18.6 19.2 19.8 20.8 

Nepal 13.4 15.1 16.7 18.4 

Samoa 22.0 21.2 20.1 19.1 

Viet Nam 24.4 27.3 30.4 33.6 

ESCAP regional 38.2 41.4 44.8 48.0 

* projection. ESCAP = UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. 

Source: UN ESCAP Statistical Database, “Urban population (% of population)”. 

2.2.3 Employment 

Since 1991, the Asia-Pacific region has seen a shift in the concentration of 

employment by primary sectors. While in 1991 agriculture accounted for 53.6 per cent of 

total employment, by 2012 its share had decreased to 38.3 per cent while shares of 

employment in industry and services increased by 4.0 and 11.4 percentage points, 

respectively.
8
 A closer look at subregional data, however, reveals significant subregional 

differences. According to the ILO’s Global Employment Trends 2014, East Asia has 

moved away from agriculture and labour-intensive manufacturing, to an economy which in 

2012 was led by the services sector (employing 38.1 per cent of workers), followed equally 

by agriculture and industry at roughly 31 per cent each. On the other hand, agriculture 

remained the largest employer in South Asia at 48.5 per cent, and also employed 39.2 per 

cent of workers in South-East Asia and the Pacific, falling second to services, which 

employed 41.1 per cent of workers. 

Each subregion also has its distinct labour market characteristics and challenges. As 

shown in table 2.6, in 2012 South Asia had the region’s lowest labour force participation 

rate at 56.1 per cent, due to the low participation of women (30.4 per cent compared to 

80.4 per cent for men). The low unemployment rate is misleading as an indicator in this 

region and others, as it masks the issues of pervasive vulnerable employment and working 

poverty.
9
 In South-East Asia and the Pacific, the unemployment rate has been declining 

since 2000 to reach 4.1 per cent in 2012. Here too, a significant challenge is the prevalence 

                                                 
7
 UN DESA, World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision Database, “Sex ratio by major area, 

region and country, 1950–2100 (males per 100 females)”. 

8
 UN ESCAP Statistical Database, “Services employment (% of total employment)”, “Industry 

employment (% of total employment)”, “Agriculture employment (% of total employment)”. 

9
 Vulnerable employment is defined as the share of own-account workers and contributing family 

workers in total employment. Working poverty is defined as the share of working persons living in 

households of cumulative incomes of less than US$2 per day in the total employment. 
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of vulnerable employment and working poverty. On the other hand, East Asia has the 

lowest incidence of vulnerable employment and working poor, where more workers have 

moved into salaried employment over the past decade.  

Table 2.6 Labour market characteristics of Asian-Pacific subregions, 2012 (%) 

Subregion Labour force 
participation 

rate 

Unemployment 
rate 

Youth 
unemployment 

rate 

Vulnerable 
employment 

Working poor 
(US$2 per day) 

East Asia 70.6 4.4 9.7 46.5 15.0 

South-East Asia & the Pacific 70.4 4.1 12.7 59.7 31.3 

South Asia 56.1 3.9 10.1 76.4 62.9 

Source: ILO, 2014, Annex tables. 

Youth unemployment is a pressing issue in the region as a whole. In South-East Asia 

and the Pacific, the youth unemployment rate is estimated at 13.0 per cent in 2013, which 

is over five times the rate of adult employment of 2.3 per cent (ILO, 2014). In South Asia, 

the youth unemployment rate in 2013 is four times that of the adult population (10.2 and 

2.5 per cent, respectively). The particular characteristics of youth labour markets for the 

five SWTS countries are elaborated in section 3. 

3. Characteristics of youth in Asia and the 
Pacific 

3.1 Socio-economic characteristics of youth 

3.1.1 Individual characteristics of youth  

The SWTS confirms the demographic pressures on Asian economies due to the large 

volume of labour market entrants that continues to grow over time. Almost two-fifths (39.9 

per cent) of the youth aged 15–29 average under 20 in the five SWTS countries in the 

region (tables 3.1 and A.1). There is a near equal gender balance in Samoa and Viet Nam, 

but in Bangladesh and Cambodia the sample included slightly more female than male, and 

in Nepal more males than females. 

On average, over six in ten youth had never been married (63.5 per cent); the highest 

share was in Samoa at 74.6 per cent while, in Bangladesh, in contrast, only 43.2 per cent of 

youth were single. Young women in the region were twice as likely to be married as young 

men; on average married women comprised 43.8 per cent of the female youth population 

in the five countries, while married men made up 24.9 per cent of the male youth 

population (table A.1). Early marriage among young women was most prevalent in 

Bangladesh; 71.7 per cent of females were married, a much higher share than the second 

highest result, Nepal, where 40.7 per cent of females were married. 

Despite growing migration to urban areas, the youth population living in rural areas 

still outnumbers youth in urban areas in four countries (no data for Samoa): on average, 

75.6 per cent of youth live in rural areas and 24.4 per cent in urban areas (table 3.1). The 

country showing the highest urban population share was Viet Nam, although still low at 

29.5 per cent. 
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Table 3.1 Youth by sex, age group, area of residence and marital status (%) 

Characteristic Bangladesh Cambodia Nepal Samoa Viet Nam Average 

Sex       

Male 46.6 45.3 54.3 51.0 49.5 49.3 

Female 53.4 54.7 45.7 49.0 50.5 50.7 

Age group       

15–19  33.8 41.5 43.9 45.4 35.3 39.9 

20–24  35.9 33.4 30.8 31.6 32.1 32.8 

25–29  30.3 25.2 25.4 23.0 32.6 27.3 

Area of residence      

Urban 23.0 24.8 20.5 n.a. 29.5 24.4 

Rural 77.0 75.2 79.5 n.a. 70.5 75.6 

Marital status       

Single 43.2 69.0 64.7 74.6 66.0 63.5 

Engaged - 0.3 1.7 - 0.4 0.8 

Married 55.2 29.4 32.9 23.3 32.4 34.6 

Divorced 1.1 0.9 0.5 2.1 1.1 1.1 

Widowed 0.5 0.5 0.2 - 0.1 0.3 

n.a. = data not available. 
- = insignificant. 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

3.1.2 Household characteristics 

A very small proportion (3.3 per cent) of the young population in the five countries 

surveyed saw themselves as living in a poor household compared to nearly 50 per cent who 

considered themselves as having average household income (figure 3.1).
10

 These 

perceptions reflect the changing patterns of growth in the region that are leading to a 

growing middle class, but results should be considered with reserve given the reluctance of 

some youth to admit poverty. If the results are taken at face value, Cambodia emerges as 

the country with the highest share of young people living in poverty (35.3 per cent in 

“poor” or “fairly poor” households). In all countries, a much higher likelihood of poverty 

existed in rural than urban areas (table A.2). 

Bangladesh and Samoa stand out as the two countries with sizeable shares of youth 

who considered their households to be above the national average. Nearly three-quarters 

(71.1 per cent) of young Samoans and more than one-half (60.2 per cent) of young 

Bangladeshis considered their household to be at least “fairly well off”. In contrast, in Viet 

Nam only 5.6 per cent of youth indicated living in above-average-income households, 

although another 72.2 per cent stated their household income level was around the national 

average. These assessments reflect the national perceptions towards wealth and income 

(in)equality. 

  

                                                 
10

 Household income levels were self-reported in the SWTS according to the categorization shown 

in figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1 Youth by level of household income 

 

Note: Household income level is based on the perception of the young respondents. 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

3.2 Educational attainment 

3.2.1 Access to education 

Education remains the core element in human resource development and in improving 

the prospects of young people to acquire decent jobs. In the five countries surveyed in the 

Asia-Pacific region, an unfortunately high share of young people left school before 

completion (36.6 per cent, on average) while, on a more positive note, another 36.9 per 

cent of youth were still in school. The shares of youth leaving school before completion 

were particularly high in Bangladesh and Cambodia at 54.7 and 53.4 per cent, respectively 

(table 3.2). Bangladesh also had a significant share of youth who never attended school 

(13.9 per cent), followed by 7.9 per cent of youth in Nepal. Nepal was unique among the 

countries as the only one showing a majority of the youth population still attending school 

(59.6 per cent), and Samoa and Viet Nam were the only countries in the group with four in 

ten youth having completed their studies. 

Table 3.2 Youth population by educational status (%) 

Educational status Bangladesh Cambodia Nepal Samoa Viet Nam Average 

Never attended school 13.9 2.6 7.9 0.1 2.2 5.3 

Have left before graduation 
or completion of school 

54.7 53.4 26.4 22.9 25.8 36.6 

Currently attending school  23.5 33.3 59.6 36.7 31.2 36.9 

Completed education 7.9 10.7 6.0 40.3 40.9 21.2 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

Gender differences with regard to completion and non-completion of education 

appear in figure 3.2. The gaps are not sizeable and the disadvantaged vary by country. In 

Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal, young women fell slightly behind men in terms of 

educational access while, in Samoa and Viet Nam, the young men were less likely to 

complete their education. The gaps in educational attainment were much more evident 

when viewed by area of residence (figure 3.2). Regarding access to education, youth in 
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rural areas had a clear disadvantage. In the four countries surveyed, a larger share of youth 

never attended school or left before completion in rural areas compared to urban areas. In 

addition, in urban areas, the countries showed a larger share of youth with completed 

education or currently enrolled in school than in rural areas. 

Figure 3.2 Youth population with no education or incomplete education and youth with completed 
education by sex and area of residence 

 

Note: The urban–rural breakdown is not available for Samoa. 
Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

Asked why they never attended school, most youth cited economic reasons – 

implying the inability to cover school fees or the need to work to contribute to the 

household income (from 39.1 per cent in Nepal to 77.4 per cent in Cambodia); to start 

working, perhaps also relating to economic reasons (from 2.5 per cent in Nepal to 53.3 per 

cent in Samoa); and the lack of parental support (from 1.1 per cent in Cambodia to 28.9 per 

cent in Bangladesh) (table 3.3). The latter reason – parental refusal – proved particular to 

Bangladesh and Nepal, and in both cases was more often cited by young women than men. 

Other common reasons included a lack of interest in school (particularly in Nepal) and the 

distance to school. Economic reasons for leaving school proved particularly strong in 

Cambodia, which also had one of the higher shares of youth leaving school early. Young 

women were more likely than young men to be denied by their parents the right to attend 

school. Early school leavers gave similar reasons for dropping out of school, with the 

majority citing economic reasons, although also a good share of youth left school before 

completion because they were not interested in school, due to a failed examination or to 

get married (table A.3). 
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Table 3.3 Youth with no schooling by reason and sex (%) 

Country Sex Lack of 
interest 

To start 
working 

To get 
married 

Parental 
refusal 

Economic 
reasons 

Distance 
of school 

Other 

Bangladesh Total 8.2 - - 28.9 46.0 4.2 12.7 

 Female 8.1 - - 39.9 33.0 5.1 14.0 

 Male 8.3 - - 17.9 59.0 3.2 11.6 

Cambodia Total 3.3 3.1 - 1.1 77.4 5.6 9.4 

 Female 3.5 0.0 - 0.0 81.6 4.7 10.2 

 Male 3.0 8.4 - 3.0 70.3 7.3 7.9 

Nepal Total 14.8 2.5 3.8 28.4 39.1 8.2 3.3 

 Female 14.2 0.8 6.4 34.4 30.8 9.5 3.9 

 Male 15.4 4.4 0.8 21.7 48.3 6.7 2.6 

Samoa Total - 53.3 - - 46.7 - - 

 Female - 0.0 - - 100.0 - - 

 Male - 100.0 - - 0.0 - - 

 - = insignificant response rate. 

Note: The question was not included in the Vietnamese SWTS. 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

3.2.2 Completed educational attainment 

The variation in educational attainment across the five countries surveyed was 

sizeable but, overall, the education level of the young people in the Asia-Pacific region 

remains fairly low. In Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal, more than one-half of youth with 

completed education finished at the primary level or below. In Viet Nam, the share was 

31.9 per cent (table 3.4). Only in Samoa was there evidence that universal access to basic 

education is being met, as only 1.7 per cent of the youth population completed education 

below the secondary level. Samoa is also unusual in its high rates of participation in the 

technical vocational system. As many as 47.6 per cent of non-student youth completed 

vocational training there. In Viet Nam, 10.0 per cent of youth participated in vocational 

training (combined secondary and post-secondary), but in Cambodia and Nepal, the shares 

were weaker, at 3.0 per cent and 4.4 per cent, respectively. 

Table 3.4 Youth by highest level of completed education (%) 

Completed education level Bangladesh Cambodia Nepal Samoa Viet Nam 

Less than primary (including no schooling) 18.6 14.7 19.7 1.0 9.5 

Primary 38.0 49.0 33.0 0.7 22.4 

Secondary general 39.9 29.5 32.2 28.6 49.5 

Secondary vocational - 2.5 1.6 
47.6 

5.3 

Post-secondary vocational - 0.5 2.8 4.7 

University and postgraduate studies 1.8 3.7 10.7 17.6 8.5 

Not classified 1.7 n.a.  n.a. 4.5 0.1 

- = data not available. 

Note: Only youth with completed education are considered. The Samoan questionnaire used only one category of “vocational” with no distinction 
between secondary and post-secondary level. The Bangladeshi questionnaire did not list vocational training separately. 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

The largest share of completed educational attainment was at the secondary level 

(general) for Bangladesh and Viet Nam. In Cambodia and Nepal, the share of youth with 

primary-level education was highest and, in Samoa, the majority participated in vocational 

training. Regarding higher education – at the university and postgraduate levels – 

attainment of the youth population in descending order was Samoa (17.6 per cent), Nepal 

(10.7 per cent), Viet Nam (8.5 per cent), Cambodia (3.7 per cent) and Bangladesh (1.8 per 

cent). 
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In Cambodia and Nepal, young women were more likely than young men to stop their 

education at the primary level (or below), but the young men had a greater tendency to be 

among the least educated in Bangladesh, Samoa and Viet Nam (table A.4). Results were 

also mixed pertaining to rates of educational attainment at the tertiary level by sex. In 

Cambodia and Nepal, the share of young male university graduates exceeded the female 

share, while the opposite was the case in Samoa and Viet Nam (shares were equal in 

Bangladesh). 

3.2.3 Current students 

The SWTS includes questions on fields of study and future job expectations of 

current students which help to gauge the possibilities of their future labour market 

integration. Current students in the four countries with available data (the Bangladesh 

questionnaire did not include the section) showed a tendency to prefer to concentrate their 

studies in areas of social sciences and education (table 3.5). In comparison to other 

countries, current students in Viet Nam showed the highest concentration of students 

preferring the fields of engineering, manufacturing and construction (17.0 per cent), social 

sciences, business and law (27.3 per cent) and health and welfare (11.8 per cent). More 

students in Nepal and Samoa choose to study education over other fields, while in 

Cambodia, the largest share of students remain in general programmes (not surprising 

given that most current students in the country will not go beyond the secondary level).  

Most currents students in the four countries hope to eventually obtain a professional 

job. This desired occupation was chosen by as much as 78.2 per cent of students in Viet 

Nam and by more than one-half of students in Cambodia, Nepal and Samoa (table 3.5). 

Very few students showed a desire for future work in agriculture (at most 3.5 per cent of 

current students in Bangladesh) or for the occupations most associated with work in the 

manufacturing sector (plant and machine operators and craft and related trade workers), 

although the current structure of the economies in the region would hint that this is where 

the bulk of demand for labour will be in the near future (confirmed with the labour demand 

enterprise surveys; see box 3).  

In terms of where current students want to work, more than half of current students in 

the four countries (as much as 82.1 per cent of students in Samoa) hope to work someday 

in the government or public sector. The attraction of the public sector is due to three 

factors: status, security and benefits. Unfortunately, it is unrealistic to think that the public 

sector will have the capacity to absorb the totality of emerging young graduates. Private 

sector employment is clearly regarded by most young students as second-best option. At 

most 29.6 per cent of young Bangladeshi students showed a preference for future private 

sector work, and the share dropped as low as 8.7 per cent among Samoan students.  
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Table 3.5 Current students by preferred field of study, desired future occupation and place of work (%) 

Field of study, desired place of work  
and occupation Cambodia Nepal Samoa Viet Nam 

Preferred field of study 
    

General programmes 38.6 17.5 16.4 12.8 

Education 11.2 24.1 22.7 15.7 

Humanities and arts 0.9 13.0 6.6 1.7 

Social sciences, business and law 15.8 20.5 13.9 27.3 

Science, mathematics and computing 14.4 11.6 14.5 9.2 

Engineering, manufacturing and construction 3.5 4.3 8.5 17.0 

Agriculture and veterinary 2.6 1.3 1.1 1.5 

Health and welfare 9.5 6.3 10.8 11.8 

Services 3.6 0.4 3.4 3.0 

Other 0.0 1.0 2.2 0.0 

Total 100 100 100 100 

Desired occupation 
    

Legislators, senior officials and managers 4.5 10.5 4.9 2.9 

Professionals 55.3 56.5 61.1 78.2 

Technicians and associate professionals 12.6 15.5 5.5 6.3 

Clerks 4.7 3.2 10.3 1.0 

Service workers, shop and market sales workers 10.3 8.4 5.2 5.8 

Skilled agricultural and fishery workers 3.5 1.5 0.8 0.0 

Craft and related trade workers 6.1 1.6 9.8 3.2 

Plant and machine operators and assemblers 1.4 1.0 1.7 1.0 

Elementary occupations 0.0 0.8 0.6 0.3 

Armed forces 1.5 1.0 0.0 1.4 

Total 100 100 100 100 

Desired place of work 
    

Myself (own business/farm) 15.8 14.2 7.9 6.2 

Work for the government/public sector 53.3 66.0 82.1 68.9 

Work for a private company 29.6 12.6 8.7 19.2 

Work for an international organization 0.8 5.0 1.0 3.9 

Work for non-profit organization 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Work for family business/farm 0.4 1.8 0.2 1.6 

Work for the foreign government 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Do not wish to work 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.1 

Total 100 100 100 100 

Note: The questions were not asked in the Bangladesh SWTS. 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

3.3 Preparation for the labour market transition 

Analysis of the current labour market and educational status of young people in the 

Asia-Pacific region shows a strong tendency towards economic activity among the youth 

population, whether in or out of school, in Cambodia and Viet Nam (figure 3.3). In 

Bangladesh, Nepal and Samoa, on the other hand, inactivity among youth was more 

prevalent. The differences in the shares of youth who pursued their studies as the sole 

activity (as inactive students) were large, ranging from 16.7 per cent in Cambodia to nearly 

one-half (44.0 per cent) in Nepal. Among the countries surveyed, Nepal stands out as a 

country with a very high share of youth who were still in school (more than one-half: 44.0 

per cent as inactive students and 15.6 per cent as economically active students), indicating 

the firm recognition of the value of education of Nepalese young people and their families. 

At the same time, it is important to bear in mind the high rate of external migration among 

Nepalese youth. With estimates as high as 10.0 per cent of the population, or at least 2.1 
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million Nepalese working abroad,
11

 it could be argued that a bias exists in the data set. If 

young Nepalese working abroad were added to the estimates, the share of inactive students 

in the total youth population would shrink accordingly. 

Figure 3.3 Youth by current labour market and educational status 

 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

Working while studying was not a common phenomenon among the Asian youth 

surveyed; the share of working students ranged from 2.0 per cent of Samoan youth to 16.1 

per cent of youth in Cambodia (table A.5). Combining work and study can benefit young 

people since employers show a strong preference for job applicants with past work 

experience. 

4. Current economic activity status of youth 

The traditional classification of current activity status has three categories: employed, 

unemployed or inactive. The employed and unemployed are added together to form the 

total labour force. The key labour market indicators of youth, based on the traditional 

distribution and abiding by international standard concepts, are presented for the SWTS 

Asian-Pacific countries in table 4.1. 

Variation in the distribution of the youth population across the five countries is high, 

so rather than discuss the average, the countries were categorized across common 

characteristics. Two countries had large volumes of youth in employment: in Cambodia, 

74.1 per cent of the young people were employed and, in Viet Nam, the share was 64.1 per 

cent. In these countries, the share of unemployed youth was extremely low – below 2 per 

cent – and inactivity totalled from one-quarter (24.3 per cent) in Cambodia to one-third 

(34.0 per cent) in Viet Nam of the total population. The two countries also showed the 

highest youth labour force participation rates at 75.7 per cent (Cambodia) and 66.0 per cent 

(Viet Nam) and the lowest youth unemployment rates (2.1 per cent in Cambodia and 2.8 

per cent in Viet Nam). 

Two other countries with similar labour market characteristics were Bangladesh and 

Nepal. In these two countries, the largest shares of youth were those who were inactive – 

57.7 per cent in Bangladesh and 52.3 per cent in Nepal. Results discussed in this report 
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 According to the 2009 Nepal migration survey, as reported in World Bank (2011). 
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show, however, that the reasons for inactivity in the two countries differed. In Nepal, both 

male and female youth were inactive due to enrolment in school while, in Bangladesh, a 

very large share of young women were inactive non-students (see section 3.3). The shares 

of youth in unemployment were also high in these two countries – 4.3 per cent in 

Bangladesh and 9.2 per cent in Nepal – while slightly more than one-third of youth were 

employed. The labour force participation rates were 42.3 per cent in Bangladesh and 47.7 

per cent in Nepal, and the youth unemployment rates were 10.3 and 19.2 per cent, 

respectively. Finally, Samoa stood apart with a 73.9 per cent inactivity rate among youth, a 

minimal share in employment (21.7 per cent) and a 4.4 per cent share in unemployment. 

The labour force participation rate in Samoa is the lowest of the five countries at 26.1 per 

cent.  

Table 4.1 Key youth labour market indicators – traditional distribution by country and sex (%) 

Sex Country Youth population Youth labour 
force 

participation 
rate  

Youth 
unemployment 

rate Employed Unemployed Inactive 

Total Bangladesh 37.9 4.3 57.7 42.3 10.3 

 Cambodia 74.1 1.6 24.3 75.7 2.1 

 Nepal 38.5 9.2 52.3 47.7 19.2 

 Samoa 21.7 4.4 73.9 26.1 16.7 

 Viet Nam 64.1 1.9 34.0 66.0 2.8 

 Average  47.3 4.3 48.5 51.5 10.2 

Male Bangladesh 64.3 4.3 31.4 68.6 6.2 

 Cambodia 76.1 1.7 22.2 77.8 2.1 

 Nepal 42.8 8.8 48.3 51.7 17.1 

 Samoa 27.3 4.7 68.0 32.0 14.7 

 Viet Nam 68.7 1.9 29.4 70.6 2.7 

 Average  55.9 4.3 39.9 60.1 8.6 

Female Bangladesh 14.9 4.4 80.7 19.3 22.9 

 Cambodia 72.3 1.6 26.1 73.9 2.1 

 Nepal 33.4 9.5 57.0 43.0 22.2 

 Samoa 16.0 4.0 80.0 20.0 20.1 

 Viet Nam 59.6 1.8 38.6 61.4 2.9 

 Average  39.2 4.3 56.5 43.5 14.0 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country).  

The average youth unemployment rate for the five countries is 10.2 per cent, which is 

slightly lower than the ILO’s estimate for the global youth unemployment rate of 12.4 per 

cent in 2012, slightly lower also than the ILO’s regional estimate for youth aged 15–24 in 

South-East Asia and the Pacific of 13.1 per cent, and slightly higher than the estimate for 

South Asia of 9.3 per cent (ILO, 2013a). For reference, the ILO subregion of South-East 

Asia and the Pacific includes Cambodia, Samoa and Viet Nam, and the subregion of South 

Asia includes Bangladesh and Nepal. 

When assessing the indicators by sex, the previous groupings fall apart. Cambodia 

and Viet Nam remain similar in their high employment-to-population ratios and low 

unemployment ratios (and rates) for both young women and men (table 4.1). But the 

grouping of Bangladesh with Nepal is no longer appropriate when disaggregated by sex. 

For young Bangladeshi men, the distribution across economic activities was similar to 

those of Cambodia and Viet Nam: nearly two-thirds (64.3 per cent) of young males were 

working, 4.3 per cent were unemployed and 31.4 per cent were inactive. The labour force 

participation rate of young males at 68.6 per cent was also close to those of Cambodia and 

Viet Nam.  
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Bangladesh stands out as the country with the greatest gender gap by far. For female 

youth, Bangladesh and Samoa can be grouped as the countries with the lowest female 

employment-to-population ratios, the highest female inactivity shares and the lowest 

female labour force participation rates. Only approximately two in ten young women are 

economically active in Bangladesh and Samoa. Female youth unemployment rates are also 

high in the two countries, although in this category Nepal comes in to take second place (at 

22.2 per cent). 

Within the framework of the SWTS analyses, the ILO proposes a more detailed 

classification of youth employment to reflect areas of underutilization and the quality of 

employment.
12

 In table 4.2 the youth populations are classified into four main categories 

(with a further subdivision of inactive youth) as follows: 

a. regular employment, defined as wage and salaried workers (employees) holding a 

contract of greater than 12 months’ duration, plus self-employed youth with employees 

(employers); this category can be considered as the ideal employment arrangement, 

although section 5.3.1 demonstrates that even having a “regular” job is not a guarantee 

of good-quality employment; 

b. irregular employment, defined as wage and salaried workers (employees) holding a 

contract of limited duration, i.e. set to terminate prior to 12 months, self-employed 

youth with no employees (own-account workers) and contributing family workers; 

young people in this category almost certainly fall outside of the framework of 

standard employment relationships; 

c. unemployed (relaxed definition), defined as persons currently without work and 

available to take up work in the week prior to the reference period; 

d. inactive youth, which is further divided into two sub-categories: those who are inactive 

and in school (“inactive students”) and those who are inactive and not in school 

(“inactive non-students”). The inactive students are considered to be investing in their 

education to emerge better equipped for their future labour market experience. Hence, 

this can tentatively be judged as a “positive” category (notwithstanding issues of skills 

mismatch as discussed in 5.3.6). The inactive non-students have chosen to be outside 

of the labour market for reasons other than schooling (to engage in household duties or 

care for children, for example) and they may or may not have the intention to (re)enter 

the labour market in the future (although further SWTS data analyses show that a 

majority of inactive non-students do state an intention to join the labour market in the 

future in most countries). Those who say they intend to work in the future have some 

degree of labour market attachment and should thus be considered in the classification 

of labour (under)utilization. 

Overall, employment among youth in the five Asian-Pacific countries was “irregular” 

to a greater extent than “regular”. Viet Nam did best in this regard with greater than one-

quarter (28.6 per cent) of youth in regular employment. The lowest share – 13.7 per cent – 

can be observed in Samoa, but it is important to bear in mind the very low overall share of 

youth in employment in Samoa and the even lower share in irregular employment. In all 

                                                 
12

 The SWTS analytical framework was designed with an eye on the current efforts to adapt the 

international framework of statistics on the economically active population. The International 

Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS), held in Geneva in October 2013, adopted the 

“Resolution concerning statistics of work, employment and labour underutilization”. The Resolution 

provides guidelines on a wider set of measures than previously defined internationally, aiming 

specifically to enable better statistical measurement of participation of all persons in all forms of 

work and in all sectors of the economy while also enabling measurement of areas of labour 

underutilization. See ICLS (2013). 
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the countries, young men were more likely than young women to be in regular 

employment. The largest gender gap in attaining regular employment was in Bangladesh. 

In the five countries, young women comprised a higher share of the inactive non-student 

category than young men, and in Bangladesh, Cambodia and Nepal, young women also 

comprised a lower share of the inactive student category. 

Table 4.2 Key youth labour market indicators – alternative distribution by country and sex (%) 

Country Youth population Youth labour 
force 

participation 
rate (relaxed) 

Youth 
unemploy-
ment rate 
(relaxed) 

Youth 
labour 
under-

utilization 
rate 

In 
regular 
employ-

ment 

In 
irregular 
employ-

ment 

Un-
employed 
(relaxed) 

Inactive 
students 

Inactive 
non-

students 

Total         

Bangladesh 17.9 20.1 4.6 19.9 37.6 43.5 10.9 62.3 

Cambodia 19.5 54.5 2.9 16.3 6.7 77.0 3.8 64.2 

Nepal 14.9 23.7 15.7 40.0 5.8 54.3 28.9 45.1 

Samoa 13.7 6.4 5.8 35.1 39.0 25.9 22.4 51.2 

Viet Nam 28.6 35.3 3.3 24.4 8.4 67.3 4.9 47.0 

Average  18.9 28.0 6.5 27.1 19.5 53.6 14.2 54.0 

Male         

Bangladesh 29.2 35.2 4.7 22.0 9.0 71.1 6.8 48.8 

Cambodia 21.3 54.8 2.6 18.0 3.2 78.8 3.3 60.6 

Nepal 20.2 22.6 14.3 40.8 2.1 57.2 25.1 39.0 

Samoa 16.1 8.9 6.4 30.6 38.0 31.4 20.3 53.3 

Viet Nam 30.8 37.7 2.8 21.2 7.5 71.3 3.9 48.0 

Average  23.5 31.8 6.2 26.5 12.0 62.0 11.9 50.0 

Female         

Bangladesh 8.0 6.9 4.6 18.0 62.5 19.9 23.7 74.0 

Cambodia 18.0 54.3 3.1 14.9 9.7 75.5 4.1 67.1 

Nepal 8.5 24.9 17.3 39.0 10.2 46.7 40.2 56.8 

Samoa 11.2 3.8 5.2 39.7 40.0 20.3 25.7 49.0 

Viet Nam 26.5 33.0 3.7 27.5 9.2 63.3 5.9 46.0 

Average  14.5 24.6 6.8 27.8 26.3 45.1 19.9 58.6 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

Unemployment measured according to the relaxed definition
13

 yields significantly 

higher numbers than when the strict definition is applied in both the share of the youth 

population and the share of the labour force (i.e. the unemployment rate). The countries’ 

average youth unemployment rate (relaxed definition) was 14.2 per cent; Cambodia had 

the lowest rate (3.8 per cent) and Nepal the highest (28.9 per cent). Young women were at 

a disadvantage in the five countries in terms of finding work. The unemployment rate of 

young women exceeded that of young men in all five countries. The average female youth 

unemployment rate was 19.9 per cent compared to the male rate of 11.9 per cent. 

                                                 
13

 Young people in developing economies with widespread informal sectors are frequently without 

work and available to work but are not actively engaging in a job search, for example by registering 

at an employment centre or applying for advertised vacancies. They may not actively be seeking 

work because there are no formal outlets for doing so – there are no public employment services 

near them and few enterprises officially advertise vacancies – and/or they know their local markets 

and know no jobs are currently available. Under these circumstances, the person without work is 

more likely to wait for word-of-mouth informal connections that lead to occasional work than to 

engage in an active job search. Relaxing the active job search criterion from the unemployment 

definition can have a significant impact on results in low-income economies and is therefore the 

preferred measure in the SWTS analyses. 
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The youth labour underutilization rate is a measure that aims to capture all elements 

of the youth population whose economic potential is not being fully realized, either 

because the person works in a non-standard employment arrangement or is neither 

employed nor in education or training (NEETs). Combining the shares of youth in irregular 

employment, unemployed (relaxed definition) and inactive non-students as a percentage of 

the youth population, the countries’ average youth labour underutilization rate totalled 54.0 

per cent. The female–male gap exceeded 15 percentage points in the youth labour 

underutilization rates of Bangladesh and Nepal. In Samoa and Viet Nam, however, the 

underutilization rate of young men exceeded that of young women although the gaps were 

not large. 

The shares of the youth population classified as NEETs were high in Bangladesh and 

Samoa (41.0 and 43.5 per cent, respectively) (figure 4.1). In Samoa, the share was similar 

between the two sexes whereas, in Bangladesh, the share of female NEETs was more than 

five times the male share. The NEET rates were much lower in the other countries: 8.7 per 

cent in Cambodia, 11.1 per cent in Viet Nam and 11.9 per cent in Nepal. In developed 

economies, the NEET rates of youth (aged 15–29) tend to be higher.
14

  

Figure 4.1 Youth population neither in employment nor in education or training (NEETs) by sex 

 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 
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 Recent estimates show NEET rates in several European countries exceed 20 per cent (ILO, 2013a, 

table 10c). When comparing indicators across income groupings, it is important to bear in mind that 

labour markets function differently in developed and developing economies. The lower NEET rates 

of youth in Asian economies compared to Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development economies do not necessarily mean youth in Asia are better off. For a full explanation, 

see ILO (2013a), Chapter 4. 

41.0 

8.7 
11.9 

43.5 

11.1 12.7 

4.8 
7.4 

42.6 

9.9 

65.8 

11.9 

17.4 

44.5 

12.4 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Bangladesh Cambodia Nepal Samoa Viet Nam

%
 Total

Male

Female



 

 25 

5. Characteristics of employed youth 

5.1 Youth employment by sector 

The breakdown of young Asian-Pacific workers by sector of activity shows that 

agriculture and service activities were the two main sectors employing youth (figure 5.1). 

The agricultural sector continued as the dominant employer in Cambodia (employing 50.0 

per cent of young people) and to a lesser extent in Nepal (45.2 per cent) and in Bangladesh 

(34.6 per cent). Only in Samoa did the share of young workers in the services sector 

exceed one-half (over three in four youth there worked in services) while, in the other 

countries, the share in services was approximately one-third (slightly higher in Nepal at 

40.7 per cent). Employment in industry ranged from 14.1 per cent of young workers in 

Nepal to 31.9 per cent in Bangladesh. 

Figure 5.1 Employed youth by aggregate sector  

 

Source: SWTSs, 2012–13 (see table 2.1 for reference year by country). 

Analysis by sex highlights a predominance of young men in agriculture (table A.6). 

Nepal was the exception with a higher share of females than males employed in 

agriculture, a reflection of the tendency of young men in rural areas to migrate abroad. The 

strength of the ready-made garment sector was apparent in Bangladesh and Viet Nam from 

the significant shares of young women in industry there (and their higher shares than 

young men’s). In Bangladesh, where the female workforce was small (14.9 per cent, see 

table 4.1), 42.5 per cent of female workers were concentrated in the industrial sector. In the 

other countries except Viet Nam, the male share in industry was higher than the female 

share. 

An examination of the branches of activities at the more detailed (1-digit) level also 

shows the dominance of youth employment in agriculture; in all countries but Samoa the 

largest share of employment by detailed sector was in agriculture, forestry and fishing 

(table 5.1). Manufacturing was a strong second in Bangladesh and Viet Nam at 23.7 per 

cent and 22.5 per cent, respectively, but the other countries also showed a fairly strong 

manufacturing base. A significant share of young workers in all five countries was also 

engaged in the wholesale and retail trade, where shares ranged from 10.1 per cent in 

Samoa to 18.0 per cent in Cambodia. Samoa was unique among the countries in its 

distribution of employment across the higher-skill sectors that tended to be 

underrepresented in the other countries. Only in Samoa, for example, did more than 18 per 

cent of the youth workforce (cumulatively) work in professional scientific activities, 
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