






To develop and implement a regional action plan for promoting the 
economic and social inclusion of young people in the Middle East.

The Middle East Youth Initiative’s objective is to accelerate the inter-
national community’s ability to better understand and respond to the 
changing needs of young people in the Middle East. By creating an 
international alliance of academics, policymakers, youth leaders and 
leading thinkers from the private sector and civil society, we aim to 
develop and promote a progressive agenda of youth inclusion. 

The Middle East Youth Initiative was launched in July 2006 by the 
Wolfensohn Center for Development at the Brookings Institution in 
partnership with the Dubai School of Government. 

The initiative blends activities in an attempt to bridge the divide  
between thinkers and practitioners and utilizes robust research as a 
foundation for effective policy and programs. The initiative has three 
complementary pillars: 

With this initiative, cutting-edge research advances the understanding 
of economic and social issues affecting young people. The main target 
group is youth 15 to 29 years old, with a special focus on young men and 
women who live in urban areas and have secondary or post-secondary 

education. In addition to addressing needs of older youth, the initiative 
will also focus on strategies for promoting development of youth 15 years 
and under in areas such as primary education, skills development and 
community participation.

The research framework focuses on youth making two major transitions 
to adulthood: i) the transition from education to employment; and ii) 
the transition to household formation (marriage and family). Research 
will concentrate on strategies to achieve inclusion in: 

 Quality education

 Quality employment

 Marriage

 Housing

 Civic participation

Our goal is to examine the relationship between economic and social 
policies and generate new recommendations that promote inclusion. 
The inclusion framework emphasizes1: 

  Context-specificity: Youth is a socially constructed life stage, punc-
tuated by many transitions: school to work; school to university; 
employment to marriage; and marriage to parenthood. Because  
local norms and values influence all of these turning points, this 
framework promotes understanding of youth transitions and inclu-
sion based on a local context. 



  Multi-dimensionality: Much of the public policy discourse on youth 
in the Middle East is focused on employment-related challenges. 
However, there are multiple dimensions to the challenges facing youth, 
including exclusion from decent employment, social networks, 
credit, and housing. Exclusion along one dimension may increase 
the risk of exclusion along other dimensions. Understanding the 
relationship between these dimensions is critical to designing more 
effective policies and programs.

The initiative aspires to be a hub for knowledge and ideas, open to all 
stakeholders who can make change happen. Strong partnerships with 
policymakers, government officials, representatives from the private 
sector and civil society organizations, donors and the media will pioneer 
forms of dialogue that bridge the divide between ideas and action. By 
bringing in the voice and new perspectives of young people, the initiative 
will revitalize debate on development in the Middle East.

Outcomes matter. With a focus on areas with the greatest potential for 
innovation and impact, the initiative will mobilize partners for practical 
action that can improve young people’s lives. The initiative will help 
develop policies and program interventions which provide youth with 
skills, expand opportunities for employment and facilitate access to 
credit, housing and civic participation.



he strongest weapon in the fight against poverty is improving a 
country’s basic health and education. Unlike many developing 

countries, the Middle East has made great strides on this front. Over 
the last 20 years, Middle Eastern countries have made investments  
that have expanded education and health and that have significantly  
reduced poverty. In fact, during this period the Middle East increased 
primary and secondary educational attainment faster than all the world’s 
developing regions. 

Now the region faces a new development challenge: how to create eco-
nomic and social opportunities for young citizens that are commensurate 
with their education and expectations. This is the challenge of youth 
inclusion, defined as the provision of opportunities that enable youth to 
fully participate in normatively prescribed roles and activities. These 
include receiving quality education, decent employment, affordable 
housing and the power to shape their communities. 

The time to unleash the development potential of young people is 
now. As the next section on the demographic dividend illustrates, the 

region faces an unprecedented youth bulge. Over 100 million youth 
between 15 and 29 years old now represent 30 percent of the region’s 
total population. The many aspirations and goals of young people are 
conveyed in the section “The Rising Tide of Expectations” and in the 
five stories from across the region (Box 3). They want to be educated 
and employed, and they want to utilize their skills to become productive 
workers, family heads and active citizens. Ultimately the way young 
people navigate their prime years will largely determine the future of 
the Middle East. 

In a region beset by economic and political challenges, the presence of 
a large number of young men and women is often linked to social unrest 
and instability. In this post 9-11 environment, many foreign policy experts 
and development practitioners consider young men the group most 
at-risk for involvement in violence and extremism.2 This view is particularly 
predominant when it comes to the Middle East. 



The reality is that the majority of young people are involved in a different 
fight – a fight to build their economic future and contribute to society, 
without involvement in extremist activities. The exclusive focus of the 
Middle East Youth Initiative is how to expand economic and social 
opportunities for Middle Eastern youth – development for the sake of 
development to create hope and positive change. We argue that meeting 
the challenge of youth inclusion in the Middle East requires overcoming 
the effects of stagnant growth of the 1980s and 1990s and capitalizing 
on the recent period of high economic growth in the region. We also 
consider how the current oil boom can contribute to a more hopeful 
future for young people. 

Our studies show that the transition from education to employment 
and from work to family formation is severely hindered.3 Links between 
education and the demands of the labor market appear weak, resulting in 
a higher incidence of joblessness. The world’s average youth unemploy-
ment rate is 14 percent, but in the Middle East, that figure is 25 percent 
– the highest in any region.4 The old social contract between the state 
and citizens that once guaranteed employment and social protection is 
now eroding, and young people are more vulnerable to economic shocks 
and volatility. 

In addition, emerging evidence suggests that economic exclusion 
causes many young people to delay plans for marriage and families. As 
a result, too many youth are trapped in a phase we call “waithood.” 
Pathways to independent living through accumulation of critical assets 
(human, financial, physical and social capital) have become inaccessible, 
resulting in exclusion. While waiting between transitions is natural, 

“waithood” implies young people spending their time unproductively and 
not knowing with any certainty what their future might look like.

As the Middle East undergoes an economic revival, it must address three 
main challenges: 

  Update and build knowledge on the state of young people to inform 
effective policies and programs

 Focus on the quality of jobs as well as levels of employment 

  Develop policies and programs that go beyond job creation and assist 
young people in accumulating critical assets during their transition 
years 

Finally, these interventions must help forge a new social contract that 
includes a buoyant private sector and an active civil society. The contract 
must be based on a new development model that extends economic 
and social benefits to the most excluded and marginalized. 



he unprecedented youth bulge in the Middle East can be attributed 
to the declining death rates and high fertility rates between 1950 and 

2000, as illustrated in the population pyramids (Figure 1). In 1985, the 
region had a large share of its population in the 0-10 year age bracket, 
reflected in the population pyramid supported by a broad base. By 2005, 
the youth population of Middle Eastern countries had grown significantly. 
The youth’s share of the population is either peaking or will peak in the next 
five to ten years, except in Yemen and in the West Bank and Gaza. 

Middle East economies must follow in the footsteps of the many Asian 
economies that took advantage of their fast-growing working populations 
and seized the opportunities from their “youth bulges.” This timing is 



critically important, as the demographic window of opportunity – defined 
as having a large working-age population and a low dependency ratio 
– is expected to close by 2045. Until then the region has the potential 
to take advantage of these conditions to increase incomes per capita, 
bolster savings and investment, and improve social welfare (Box 2). 

However, as is evident in the Middle East, an increase in the working-age 
population does not always translate into a dividend. In fact, as we show 

in Figure 3, the Middle East is not taking full advantage of its falling 
dependency ratio. A country’s “true” dependency ratio is determined by 
comparing the numbers of non-working people over those who are 
working. Typically, when a country has a lower dependency ratio, it has 
greater prospects for higher growth and savings. However, in 2005, 
because of low participation and high unemployment, the Middle East’s 
true dependency ratio was 2.19 compared with a dependency ratio of 0.59.
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If the region can match the 2000 labor market characteristics of East 
Asia from now until 2025, it can reduce its true dependency rate to 
0.96. Conversely, if current labor market outcomes persist, the region’s 
true dependency ratio will not fall below 2 by 2025, and the region’s 
demographic dividend will be largely squandered. 

All of this underscores the importance of strong youth inclusion policies. 
If, over the next 20 years, youth participation rates were to rise from 39 
percent to 67 percent (similar to that of youth labor force participation 
in East Asia in 2005), and youth unemployment were reduced by half, 
the true dependency rate of the region would drop below 1.5 by 2025. 
These results would occur even assuming there were no change in 
adult labor market outcomes. Through policies that increase the number 
of economically productive youth, the Middle East can capitalize on its 
demographic dividend.



apping the demographic dividend means understanding and address-
ing the aspirations and expectations of young people. In 1908, 

Mustafa Kamil, founder of the Nationalist Party in Egypt, wrote that 
youth (shabiba) is a period that begins at age 14 and lasts until some-
where between the ages of 30 and 40. During this age, youth finish their 
education or training and begin making their own living. A boy, he 
wrote, becomes a man when he gets married.5 

Almost a century later, the milestones for achieving adulthood and in-
dependence in Middle Eastern societies remain the same: education, 
employment and forming a family. However, for many young men, the 
transition to adulthood is no longer as smooth and predictable as it was in 
traditional society. Few move directly from adolescence to adulthood 
through employment and early marriage. In addition, by negotiating their 
own transitions in pivotal phases of life such as education, employment 
and marriage, young women are rapidly re-defining gender norms. 

In the 21st century, a typical youth in the Middle East spends an average 
of eight years being educated, followed by an unemployment spell, or 
“waithood,” which can last several years. During this period, pathways 
to independent life become unpredictable and inaccessible (Box 3). 

There are different ways of thinking about the time young people 
spend between leaving education and getting a job and forming their 
family. Building skills and knowledge while waiting can have high re-
turns in the future. However, in “waithood”, young people lack infor-
mation about where they are heading and are unable to have a clear 
sense of what their future might hold. When waiting is accompanied 
with uncertainty, it causes young people to waste their time instead of 
making the most of their transition periods. Of course, transitions to 
adulthood vary between men and women and those in urban or rural 
settings. Local economies, politics and culture create distinct conditions 
under which youth come of age. But as a general experience across  
national boundaries, it is clear that the passage to adulthood is lasting 
longer and that young people are making critical life decisions about 
their education, employment and marriage in an increasingly complex 
and rapidly changing environment.

Expanding educational opportunities continue to shape the expectations 
of the current youth population. In the past three decades, enrollment in 
secondary schools increased almost threefold. Improvements in primary 
and secondary education have created expectations for access to higher 
education, but only about 25 percent of the region’s youth realize this 
aspiration (see Iran case study – Box 4 – for information on education 
stratification). Furthermore, improved education levels have not led to 
greater opportunities. 

In fact, education improvements have emerged in a period of slow  
economic reform, contributing to high levels of unemployment. Past 
generations benefited from a state-led social contract, which provided 



public sector employment and protected workers. But the current genera-
tion faces a two-fold challenge: State institutions are no longer able to 
meet their expectations for employment and social protection, and private 
sector jobs remain an elusive reality. 

In addition, advances in telecommunication and media expose young 
people to international norms. This exposure raises the expectations for 
consumption and living standards and creates a new sense of exclusion.

Young people are also at the heart of a process of political change and 
debate that now defines the region. They are emerging as agents of change 
in some countries which are moving towards more participatory forms 
of government. Through the expansion of civil society and the rise of 
local social and environmental movements, young men and women 
are expecting to exert greater influence in shaping their societies. This 
poses a challenge and an opportunity of expanding the voice of youth 
so that their activism positively impacts their societies. To date, many 
young people’s community and civic participation has been limited to 
their involvement in religious groups.

The rising tide of expectations made apparent in these trends must be met. 
Moreover, the cohort of youth who are today under 15 years of age will 
soon bring new expectations and aspirations. To meet these expectations, 
we need more knowledge about the impact of socio-economic changes on 
the lives of young people and their effect on relationships between 
generations. Beyond diagnostic analysis, we need to know more about 
the effectiveness of youth policies and programs. As the majority of the 
population in the Middle East, the youth must play a central role as the 
cornerstone of policy and action.







oday, despite more robust economic growth, young people are unable 
to fully participate in activities they consider integral to leading a 

fulfilling life. This exclusion affects youth in many forms: poor access 
to quality education; long spells of unemployment; unproductive and 
low-quality work; and delayed plans for independent life due to the 
high costs of forming a family. 

Few regions invest more in the education of their young people than does 
the Middle East. Spending per pupil for primary education averages 
around $1,500 in the Middle East, compared with $1,245 in East Asia. 
Spending per pupil for secondary education averages about $1,940, 
compared with $1,580 in East Asia.6 Yet, despite these investments, as the 
four-country case studies illustrate (Box 4), the quality of education has been 
low. Early education is largely failing to provide youth under 15 years old 
with critical life skills during these formative years. Adding to this dis-
advantage, secondary and tertiary education fail to equip young people with 
the skills and knowledge they need to succeed in the labor market.7

The inadequacies of the region’s labor markets disproportionately affect 
youth. Youth in the Middle East are 3.5 times more likely than adults 

to be jobless. Current youth unemployment levels in the region are 
approximately 25 percent (Figure 4). First-time job seekers, mostly between 
15 and 24 years of age, make up more than 50 percent of the unemployed 
– the highest regional average worldwide. 

Young people with secondary and post-secondary education face special 
challenges. The average duration of unemployment spells for youth 
with university or vocational education is relatively high. In Morocco, it 
is three years. In Egypt, it is two and a half. In the past, a secondary school 
degree made graduates eligible for a public sector job with lifetime 
security and social protection. Today, secondary school degrees are at best 
guarantors of an informal wage job, demonstrating a dramatic devaluation 
of education credentials and, as a result, tremendous dissatisfaction among 
the educated. 

As the examples of Iran, Egypt, Syria and Morocco show, there are many 
factors behind high levels of unemployment among youth, especially 
among those with secondary and post-secondary education. On the supply 
side, mismatched skills mean new entrants face difficulties securing 
their first jobs. Misaligned expectations lead youth with higher education 
to line up for public sector employment, in hopes of realizing the associated 
security and other non-wage benefits. On the demand side, labor markets 



have not been able to absorb the large pool of young workers, because 
of structural rigidities and failures. The growth of the private sector is 
constrained by lack of business-friendly environments. Furthermore, 
jobs in the private sector often lack benefits, hiring young workers with 
either short-term contracts or no contracts at all. 

Young women are the most disadvantaged in their quest for jobs, penalized 
for both their age and gender. Figure 5 shows that out of the total female 

working-age population, only about 30 percent are participating in the 
labor market, and even fewer are actually employed. Despite rising 
education levels, only half of young women with a higher education 
enter the labor market, while only a third to a quarter of those with 
post-secondary education and basic or technical secondary education do 
so. Furthermore, those who do transition successfully to work are being 
confined to low-paid jobs in the informal and formal private sector, face 
much longer periods of “waithood” and receive lower wages than men.8 



The difficulties faced by Middle Eastern women in the employment 
market are caused by a number of factors. Rising educational attainment 
has increased female participation in the workforce – which has exerted 
the most pressure on the labor market. Ironically, this comes at a time 
when public-sector retrenchment and growing market economies are 
leading to de-feminization of the formal labor markets in the region. 
Another market factor in the region is that oil revenues, and lack of 
economic diversification outside the oil industry, distort the picture by 
increasing jobs in traditionally male-dominated, non-tradable sectors. 
A discriminatory belief that women’s productivity declines after marriage 
and childbearing is another reason for low female labor participation 
rates. Cultural norms and gender-insensitive workplace policies in the 
private sector are also major deterrents.9 









Marriage and family formation are significant milestones for young people 
in their transition to adulthood, but policymakers and researchers often 
overlook their importance. The story of Mu’aadh, a typical 29-year-old 
Yemeni (box 3) demonstrates how considerations of marriage and family 
formation influence personal employment strategies and choices.

Preliminary evidence shows that more and more young people are delaying 
marriage. A generation ago, marriage was both early and universal - 63 
percent of Middle Eastern men in their mid- to late 20s were married. 
Today, in the Middle East, nearly 50 percent of men between the ages of 25 
and 29 years are unmarried.10 In Iran, 38 percent of 25-to-29-year-old 

men are unmarried, one of the largest pools of unattached males in recent 
Iranian history. Nowadays, on average, Moroccan men marry at the age of 
32, seven years later than men of a generation ago. In Egypt, it is 31 years. 
These figures represent the lowest rates of marriage among developing 
regions. Asia leads the nuptial race with 77 percent of young men married, 
followed by 69 percent in Latin America and 66 percent in Africa. 

These changes are good news to the policymakers who believe early 
marriage is detrimental to women’s education and employment. However, 
delayed marriage is generating new social and economic difficulties by 
protracting young people’s transition to independence. It also poses 
new policy questions (Box 5). 



When the cultural norms and social expectations surrounding weddings 
and marriage fail to adapt to changing times, young people find themselves 
in a bind.11 The expected financial burden leads to the delay of marriage. 
For one thing, the cost of wedding in the Middle East, borne largely by 
the groom, continues to carry an increasingly higher price tag. For waged 
workers in Egypt, the average cost of a wedding is the equivalent of  
43 months (almost 4 years) of the entire earnings of both a groom and  
his father. Among the poorest wage workers, the groom and his father 

must save their entire earnings for 88 months, or more than seven  
years (Figures 6).12

As more couples desire independent housing after marriage, the cost of 
housing is another factor that contributes to the delay in family formation. 
The poorest wage workers must spend at least five years saving to purchase 
a house (Figure 7). Factoring in wedding costs, the transition from being 
single to being a household head can take up to 12 years.



A country’s social contract defines the relationship between the governed 
and the government and renders a collective understanding of the respon-
sibilities, expectations and norms of each vis-à-vis the other. This shared 
understanding gives legitimacy to the state’s control over resources and 
defines the boundaries of acceptable policy choice. It can also determine 
those who win or lose in a given political economy. The parents of today’s 
Middle Eastern “baby boomers” had shorter transitions to adulthood, 
and a state that played a greater role in the provision of social protection 
(health, education, employment, social security). Their children now 
face a weakened social contract. 

The traditional Middle Eastern social contract was based on a redis-
tributive-interventionist model, characterized by the state’s dominant 
role in economic and social policies. Many entitlements created by the 
state under this social contract are difficult to reverse: the promise of 
universal education; the guarantee of public sector employment to 
graduates; and widely available food subsidies. Traditionally the Middle 
Eastern bargain promised “redistribution of property and privilege,13” 
but it was coupled with restricted political rights and a crowding-out of 
the private sector and civil society.

The lives of a growing number of youth serve as testament to the weak-
nesses of the traditional social contract, and the pressure is only in-
creasing. With an expanding pool of young workers, the traditional 
security of employment and other government benefits are disappearing. 
As a result, there is an emerging consensus on the need for economic 
and social transformation and the creation of a new social contract.



ecause of the recent oil boom, the Middle East is undergoing a 
period of high economic growth. Real GDP per capita increased 

by about 4.0 percent per year from 2004 to 2006. This figure is up 
from 2.6 percent during the first four years of the decade and from 1.7 
percent during the 1990’s. In fact, the region’s growth performance in 
2006 was one of the best in three decades (Figure 8).14

The question remains whether the current boom can solve the unemploy-
ment crisis and give young people a reason to be more optimistic about their 
futures. Job creation has increased, and unemployment is on the decline. 
Between 2000 and 2005, the region’s aggregate unemployment rate dropped 
from about 14 percent to 10.9 percent, narrowing the gap between the 
Middle East and other developing regions.15 Middle Eastern countries 
are now better positioned to manage labor market pressures, as employ-
ment growth has outstripped labor force growth for the first time in 
decades.16 Furthermore, the private sector, fueled by rising domestic 
and foreign investment, is becoming a major engine of job growth. 

However, because labor markets are unable to absorb the expanding pool 
of workers, the effects of economic growth are being diluted. Between 
2000 and 2005, regional annual growth rates for the labor force averaged 
3.6 percent a year. Between 2005 and 2010, these rates of growth are 

expected to decline to an average of 3.1 percent – which remains higher 
than most other developing regions. 

Young people are the main drivers of high labor force growth, and it is 
critical that they benefit from recent employment growth at least as much 
as other age groups. Policymakers must expand opportunities for youth 
by addressing three main, inter-related challenges:

  Building a better understanding of the rapidly changing context in 
which young people are growing up across Middle Eastern countries 

 Focusing on the quality as well as the quantity of jobs

  Going beyond employment-related issues to address other important 
barriers to inclusion, such as access to affordable housing and civic 
participation



There are stark intraregional differences in the performance of Middle 
Eastern economies as related to the job prospects for Middle Eastern 
youth (Table 1). Some of the oil economies of the region have proved 
more successful in using oil revenues for job creation. Iran, with a labor 
force growth rate of 4.3 percent – one of the region’s highest – managed 
to reduce its unemployment rate from 14.3 percent in 2000 to 11.9 
percent in 2005. Algeria achieved a remarkable reduction, from 30 percent 
unemployment in 2000 to 15 percent in 2006. Syria, on the other hand, was 
unable to keep up with its high labor-force growth rate of 4.6 percent,17 
and has witnessed an increase in unemployment. Similarly, Egypt– 
which relies less on oil rents but is still enjoying economic revival – has not 
been able to create job opportunities to counter the country’s annual 
labor force growth of 2.3 percent. Unemployment rose to 11 percent 
from 9 percent in 2000. Even with an improved economic climate in 
most countries, prospects for young workers, especially new entrants, 
remain weak. Unemployment rates for youth ages 15 to 24 continue to 
be double that of the total labor force.

Diverging prospects and meeting the challenge of youth inclusion 
requires the development of country-specific policies. However, it 

also demands greater cooperation between countries, since through 
trends including youth migration, Middle Eastern economies have 
become more interdependent. Such collaboration will be critical in 
creating a more inclusive, productive and equitable environment 
for the current and coming generations. The key to this is invest-
ment in better understanding of youth transitions in the region 
and bridging the gap between thinkers and development practitio-
ners. To date, due to lack of investment in research and analysis, 
most policies and programs are based on assumptions, rather than 
on robust evidence.

Spreading the benefits of growth means ensuring job creation rates 
accelerate to meet the demands of young workers. Moreover, the quality 
of these jobs should enable young people to fulfill their potential and 
life goals. Evidence suggests that the current bulk of new jobs created 
in the region are temporary and informal, either confining young people 
to low-wage employment or creating incentives for them to line up for 
public-sector employment.

In Egypt, for example, the labor market is increasingly informalized, 
confining youth to low-productivity work. Figure 9 shows that around 
70 percent of new entrants are essentially getting informal work, and 
only 20 percent secure formal work. The secure employment is primarily 
still in the public sector, although the role of the public sector has 
declined considerably. 





Labor laws and regulations provide excessive protection to incumbent 
workers, lowering the incentive for employers to give new entrants access 
to formal jobs. The institutional set-up of the labor market heavily favors 
insiders, who wish to protect their rights, at the expense of potential 
new workers. 

Furthermore, slow growth in labor productivity means the creation of 
new jobs cannot be sustained. When youth are not provided work that 
gives them the skills and training needed to succeed later in life, human 
capital is depleted, making countries less competitive. Today’s young 
workers who lack access to these types of opportunities because of long 
unemployment spells or confinement to the informal sector will need 
“second chances” to become productive workers.

Efforts to create jobs for youth must be coupled with developing a 
portfolio of effective “transition” policies and programs. The main 
challenge to this is expanding access to the five main transition milestones: 
education, employment, marriage, housing and civic participation. 
Barriers which prevent youth from accumulating and utilizing different 
forms of capital must be removed. In sum, countries need policies that 
enable young people to reduce waithood.

To date, most policies and programs in the region concentrate on two main 
sectors - education and employment. As Figure 10 shows, currently, 
the majority of young people receive some form of education, but far too 
few successfully transition to productive employment. Furthermore, 
there is only a limited set of largely ineffective policies and programs 
(such as vocational training and active labor market programs) that try 
to facilitate these transitions. 

Efforts are being made to support pathways between education and 
employment; however, there are hardly any policies or strategies that 
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facilitate the transition from single life to family formation. A few gov-
ernments are experimenting with subsidies for marriage dowries and 
housing, but their coverage and impact is largely unknown. Finally, 
avenues for civic participation and volunteerism remain vastly untapped 
as strategies for promoting youth development (Box 6). 

Thus, reducing “waithood” and creating stronger pathways requires 
forging stronger links between education, employment, family forma-
tion and citizenship. The end goal of these transition policies must be 
to assist young people in accumulating and drawing on a portfolio of 
critical capital assets – even when they are waiting.18 Such assets are 
interrelated and include the following:

  Human capital: Deficient or inappropriate educational skills limit 
access to available job opportunities. While many educational programs 
and policies exist, they are often hindered by a lack of private sector 
participation and are not consistent with market needs.

  Physical capital: With no access to affordable housing, young men 
and women cannot form their own families and become independent. 
Financial institutions need to develop affordable, accessible mortgage 
schemes, and housing authorities must support land development 
and housing programs specifically targeted at younger people.

  Financial capital: Lack of access to credit and micro-finance limits 
young people’s ability to develop individual businesses and limits 
employment experience. Micro-finance institutions need to recognize 
the importance of youth when developing new programs.



  Social capital: Young people are being excluded from a range of op-
portunities that ensure their inclusion into society. In large part this is 
because they lack collaborative networks, particularly with those in 
important positions. Participation in this network is critical for accessing 
jobs and income-generating activities in the formal and informal 
sectors. It is also vital for the culturally specific patronage networks that 
control access to housing, education and other social opportunities. 

For youth to accumulate and use these assets, coordination and links 
between economic, education, labor market and social policies must be 
reevaluated. Because youth issues cut across government ministries, 
the region needs new models for policy coordination and implementation. 

Finally, there is a growing consensus that the state can no longer sustain 
its traditional role as the main provider of jobs and public goods and 
that economic and social transformation is needed. In areas such as 
education, employment, housing and credit, governments need to re-
evaluate where they can bring about optimal solutions and correct 
market failures while opening up space for non-state actors. 

Reforming the role of the state is critical for two reasons. First, improving 
policies such as social safety nets, public employment and subsidies is 
critical to both protecting young workers and strengthening their incentives 
for work.19 Second, many governments in the region seek to promote 
equity and progress through social welfare policies, which in them-
selves can present new economic opportunities for youth. For example, as 
the populations in Middle Eastern countries age, government reforms 
linked to care for the elderly could also open up employment opportunities 
for nurses and caregivers.20 Placing young people at the heart of a vision 
for a new social contract is essential to creating new policies and programs 
that promote youth inclusion.

Therefore one of the main focus areas of this initiative must be examining 
how reforms in economic and social policy can tackle the misalignment 
between the aspirations of youth and the opportunities available to them. 
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