
ISSUE: Education 
FACT: Among high-income economies in the region, the tertiary gross enrolment ratio is 71%; 

for low income economies it is just 10%

Large differences in the ratio also exist within countries, while after completing formal education, many 
young people face obstacles transitioning from school to work, as education and training systems often do 
not match modern labour market demands. 

Although significant achievements have been made during the last decade, gender inequalities in education 
continue to exist. Overall, in South and South-West Asian countries, 8 girls for every 10 boys are enrolled in 
secondary education, while 3 women for every 4 men are enrolled in tertiary education, representing lower 
female to male enrolment ratios than any other subregion. 

A large number of youth remain out-of-school due to urban/rural disparities, socioeconomic inequality and 
continuing exclusion of children with disabilities.

ISSUE: Employment
FACT: Youth unemployment in the region, at 11%,  is more than twice the level for the total labour force

Youth unemployment rates are at peak levels across the world. While unemployment in Asia and the Pacific 
is lower than in any other region, too many young people in the region are likely to end up in vulnerable 
jobs or out-of-school because of absent unemployment benefits and other support measures. Long-term 
unemployment is another challenge, and several countries in the region report that over 50% of their youth 
have been unemployed for more than a year.

Youth who are working are often still in a precarious position, with jobs characterized by insecurity, low wages, 
poor working conditions and a lack of social protection. Youth are more likely to be working poor than their 
older counterparts. 

Young women continue to be underrepresented in the labour market, though subregional discrepancies 
prevail. In North and North-East Asia, women’s labour force participation is slightly higher than men’s, a trend 
driven by China, while in South and South-West Asia, only 23% of young women are in the labour force, less 
than half the rate for young men.

Realizing the potential 
of youth

WHO  717 million young women and men aged 15 to 
24 live in the Asian and Pacific region.

WHERE  Overall, the youth population in Asia and the 
Pacific reached its peak in 2010, and in the coming 
years is expected to drop due to rapid population 
ageing and falling fertility, but there are significant 
subregional variations. In South and South-West Asia, 
where almost half of the region’s youth population 
lives, there is still growth in the number of youth, while 
in East and North-East Asia the number has been 
declining for almost a decade. These demographic 
changes will profoundly impact socioeconomic 
development in the Asia- Pacific region.

WHY  Countries in the ESCAP region are in a prime 
position to harness the full potential of their youth 
populations to promote inclusive and sustainable 
development. There is a need to focus on the 
untapped potential of youth to further contribute to 
development in the region, recognizing that young 
people can play much greater roles in decisions 
that influence the opportunities they face and the 
environments they live in. 



In search of better living conditions, some young people choose to migrate; youth migrants make up about 
one fourth of the total Asian migrant stock. Many are undocumented and some are trafficked, including for 
sex work.

ISSUE: Health
FACT: Rates of adolescent childbearing in Asia and the Pacific remain among the highest in the world

Teenage pregnancy rates are high in many countries in South and South-West Asia, driven partly by 
disproportionately high rates of child marriage. Many Pacific nations face high rates of unwanted teenage 
pregnancies, indicative of unprotected sex and shortfalls in basic sex education.
FACT: Youth account for about 50% of all new HIV infections in the region

Psychosocial issues, drug abuse, sexual violence, hygiene and sanitation conditions, and HIV infections are 
other significant health concerns among the region’s youth. In some countries of the region, over 60% of 
women and girls report physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate partner. About half a million youth are 
living with HIV in Asia and the Pacific, and youth account for a disproportionate amount of new infections. 

ISSUE: Participation in decision-making processes
FACT: Although young people account for a large number of eligible voters during elections, 

their participation and election to public office remains limited

Youth in Asia and the Pacific play a limited role in decision-making processes due to a lack of structured and 
institutionalized opportunities. While there is still much progress to be made, Governments across the region, 
especially given recent experiences in the Middle East, have realized how young people can be powerful agents 
of change, using innovative means to get their messages across and shape their future.

Realizing the potential of youth

ESCAP’s Work

ESCAP works to enhance knowledge, capacity and regional cooperation to improve the situation young 
people face, through assisting Governments to develop comprehensive national youth policies and engaging 
young people in its programmes. It acts as the Asia-Pacific regional focal point for the World Programme of 
Action for Youth. It also supports the implementation of the Secretary-General’s Five-Year Action Agenda, 
which aims to deepen the youth focus of existing programmes on employment and entrepreneurship; political 
inclusion; citizenship and protection of rights; and education, including comprehensive sexuality education.

Specifically, ESCAP:

• Undertakes research on the situation of youth in the Asia-Pacific region, focusing on identifying trends and 
good practices on youth participation in development and decision-making, as well as the formulation and 
implementation of youth polices.

• Acts as co-chair, with the International Labour Organization (ILO), of the joint Regional Coordination 
Mechanism-United Nations Development Group Asia-Pacific Thematic Working Group on Youth to 
enhance the impact of the United Nations youth development work in Asia and the Pacific.

• Over 2014–2017, is leading the implementation of an interregional project to strengthen the capacity 
of Governments in Asia and the Pacific, Africa and Western Asia to respond to the needs of youth in 
formulating inclusive and sustainable development policies, by, among other means, developing a toolbox 
of policy and programme options.

Prepared in July 2014


