
Newsletter Nº 8
Access to First Employment : 
A comparative study

First employment, and the conditions surrounding it, 
determine to a great extent both the work and personal 
trajectories of young people. Employment is more than 
just a figure. Obtaining work is more than just signing a 
contract - it is about personal fulfilment. Jobs give a 
sense of security, allow one to be part of society and, on 
a national-scale, employment contributes to the GDP of 
a country. Therefore, the problems facing young people 
across the world in obtaining their first job are very 
serious.
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Introduction:

These problems include: a lack of qualifications and 
opportunities to enter into decent jobs; precariousness 
throughout the world of work; and, in certain countries, 
abandonment of school studies. Today, jobs that 
previously were open to those with only a secondary 
school qualification (such as cashier, secretary, 
administrator, etc) are being replaced by technology. 
However, at the same time, ‘under-employment’ poses 
an issue – qualified students find themselves doing 
work which does not require their level of study.
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Short summary: statistics



Germany has the lowest rate of youth unemployment 
in Europe. A key reason behind this is the dual 
education system. In this system, less intellectual young 
people attend specialised vocational schools. Here 
apprentices are trained jointly by employers and their 
school. In this way, students gain much on-the-job 
experience and therefore are better situated to gain 
employment. 
In 2016 an analysis of professional salaries at entry level 
by the advisory firm Korn Ferry revealed that Germany 
has the highest salaries for newly-graduated university 
students: US$ 53,619.
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Germany 

Argentina has the highest youth unemployment rate in 
the region of South America (19,4%), followed by 
Uruguay (19,2%) and Colombia (19,1%), compared to 
the regional average (13,7%). According to a 2016 study 
carried out by the United Nations, almost two in every 
ten young people between 15-24 years in Argentina has 
not obtained a job. 
The youth (15-29 years) unemployment rate is triple 
that of adults (30-64 years): a study by CIPPEC indicates 
that this gap has widened in the last 10 years. 
Moreover, youth are more affected by precariousness 
in labour conditions and are more vulnerable to losing 
their job in a crisis context. 
In Argentina there are one million young people 
referred to as “neither-nor”, meaning that they neither 
study nor work.

Multiple barriers exist to obtaining first employment:

Argentina

Brazil

Colombia

The imbalance between secondary school and the 
world of work (that is, schools do not prepare 
students well for the demands of the labour market); 
School desertion; 
Lack of services of care which allow the conciliation 
of home responsibilities and participation in the 
labour market, as well as in training activities.
Insufficient demand: the economy does not generate 
employment opportunities for decent jobs. 

Background information about accessing first employment:

In 2015 Brazil presented its national plan to combat 
youth unemployment. The programme is oriented 
towards helping young people between 18-24 years gain 
work experience in small and middle-sized companies. 
These companies consequently receive fiscal benefits 
and the apprentices in the programme are obliged to 
continue studying. However, there is limited proof on 
the success of this system. 

Brazil suffers from poor quality schools, which lack 
teaching resources. However, at the same time, there 
are thousands of well-educated people who are still 
unable to find their first job. 
University students have large amounts of student debt 
and the government estimates that 30% of students 
with loans do not pay them back. This contributes to the 
growing national budget deficit. 

According to DANE, 49,9% of those unemployment in 
the country are less than 28 years old. That is to say, of 
every two Colombians out of work, one is young (El 
Tiempo, 2017). Since the 1980s, Colombia has 
experienced a demographic change where the majority 
of its population is young and of productive age; for 
every person over the age of 64, there are four young 
people between 14-28 years old. 

One of the greatest barriers that young people face in 
the search for employment is a lack of experience. Not 
all sectors offer the possibility of entering at the level of 
‘first employment’, except agriculture, retail and social 
services, which support more than 3.5 million posts for 
young people.

In Colombia the situation is complicated, taking into 
account that the ranks of FARC, who are being 
integrated into society, include dozens of ex-combatants 
who are young, that will face an elusive labour market.
In April 2015 the government launched the programme 
“40 Thousand First Employments” which aims to 
generate employment opportunities for 40 thousand 
young people that have never worked and need to gain 



oppcm@concejodemedellin.gov.co

@OPPCM
http://oppcm.concejodemedellin.gov.co:8090/oppcm_site/

Source: DANE

experience. In this way, the government is looking to 
overcome one of the principle barriers that young 
people find when searching for employment: a lack of 
experience. 

With respect to starting salary, a study by the 
Observatorio Laboral para la Educación evaluated the 
situation of 267,708 graduates in 2011. The starting 
salary of a recent graduate in Colombia of a technical 
programme is COP$937,990; that of a technological 
programme at COP$1,081,000; and that of a university 
graduate at COP$1,535,387. Despite the efforts of 
universities to prove their worth, graduates of these 
institutions do not earn much more than those who do 
not have this credential. The key is in studying at 
postgraduate level. 
This research also revealed that 60% of recent graduates 
had already started working before receiving their 
degree, while 15.6% take between three and six months 
to obtain employment. Only 3.2% reported having taken 
more than 12 months to find employment. 

Young people face a daunting and un-motivating 
outlook when searching for their first job. This is mainly 
due to the economic crisis of 2008, which has led to 
scarce job opportunities. 

Additionally, some specific factors exist that increase the 
likelihood of not finding first employment with ease, 
such as:

As in Spain and Europe as a whole, the financial crisis 
has had a marked effect on youth unemployment in 
France. 

Additionally, the education system poses a problem. 
France has a rigorous selection system. Those that 
attend good schools follow a good academic route and 
usually obtain good jobs in the private sector or in 
government. However, this system is brutal on those 
who fall by the wayside. 20% of primary school 
students fail to acquire adequate literacy and 
numeracy skills.

Frustration between young people regarding the lack 
of employment opportunities and weak economic 
prospects were a strong reason behind the appeal of 
the far-right political party Front National.

España:

Francia:

High price of university studies.
Poor quality of educational institutions in Spain. 
Therefore, there is a lack of qualified workers. A 
study by the international consultancy McKinsey 
revealed that in Spain 22% of companies failed to fill 
a job vacancy because they could not find someone 
suiting the profile required (El País, 2017). 
At the same time, there is the problem of 
over-qualification. Spain is the European country 
with the highest percentage of workers with 
degrees who work in a post which does not actually 
require a degree (La Vanguardia, 2017). 
SMEs are rejecting recent graduates: small and 
medium sized enterprises of less than 10 
employees prefer workers with experience. 
Vocational training as an alternative – this involves 
internships without remuneration or paid with 
ridiculously small salaries.

The United States:

The rate of youth unemployment increased during and 
after the Great Recession of 2007-2009.
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Two serious problems are the lack of work experience 
and ‘under-employment’ – 50% of graduates in 
2014-2015 report that they work in posts which do not 
require their university degree. At the same time, 
university graduates are entering the labour market 
saddled with an average debt of US$33,000 in student 
loans.

Demography is another important consideration. 
Young workers with the highest levels of education 
have the greatest likelihood of obtaining employment. 
Additionally, there are strong differences across racial 
and ethnic groups.

In 2015 the mayor of New York announced the creation 
of the Centre For Youth Employment, in order to 
expand and better coordinate how young people 
search for job and a career in the city. The Centre, 
which is a public-private initiative, aims to substantially 
increase employers’ commitment and partnership 
opportunities to connect 100,000 young people 
between 14-24 years old with summer jobs, tutorials 
and internships every year by 2020: a 75% increase on 
the capacity in 2015.

Slow economic growth and a narrow labour market 
mean that young people (including those with good 

academic track records) have difficulties in obtaining 
employment. Thus, some young people turn to 
informal employment or even criminal activities, 
according to UNAM.

This situation affects even those who have university 
studies, suggesting that education has ceased to be an 
instrument of social mobility. Unemployment rates are 
higher for university graduates than for young people 
who only have secondary-school qualifications (2015).
In Mexico, people aged 15 or older have an average 
school grade achievement of grade 8.6, which means a 
qualification of little less than entering secondary 
school.

To facilitate the search for jobs, the Secretaría del 
Trabajo y Previsión Social organised Employment Fairs 
throughout the country in August 2017. The aim was to 
create a link between companies and candidates to fill 
vacancies. 

An interesting source:
What do we know about programmes and policies 
regarding first employment in Latin America? 
Organización Internacional del Trabajo 2015

México:

Graphic #1: France’s youth unemployment soars 
following the financial crisis

In this document the recent experience of Latin 
America in policies and programmes regarding first 
employment are analysed in order to contribute to 
the improvement of public policy in the region.
In terms of structural context, the facts that have 
been identified as of most relevance for first 
employment are the following: 

Rates of youth unemployment are high – almost 
three times the adult rate.
For youth, entering the labour market is 
precarious. It is characterised by high rates of 
informal employment or employment without 
access to social security, such as health.
Labour rotation and duration of unemployment 
are larger between young people than adults. 
A not-insignificant proportion of young people are 
“neither-nor” (not in education, nor in work).

Newsletter prepared by:
Emma Goddard - Student at King’s College London

Agreement Concejo de Medellín - Inter Latin American S.A.S.
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