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Most typically, analyses of youth have employed 
either the neo-classical economic framework of human 
capital or the socio-demographic framework of life-
course research in the Middle East. While both have 
produced important fi ndings and insights, their focus 
on supply-side processes of individuals is limited. 
The role of institutions on the supply side is especially 
important in understanding youth disadvantage in 
the Middle East.  

As research turns to the sources of youth disadvantage, 
comparative studies may fruitfully adopt a perspective 
oriented to the idea of social exclusion.  Whatever the 
content and criteria of social membership, socially 
excluded groups and individuals lack capacity or access 
to social opportunity.  Exclusion breaks the larger 
social bond holding groups together.  Thus, exclusion 
is at once a macro and a micro phenomenon. The 
theoretical orientation of social exclusion can be 
distinguished from the previous two approaches in 
that it considers trajectories of group relations as well 
as relations between individuals, and examines not 
only those excluded, but also the excluding institutions 
and individuals that benefi t from the process. In 

particular, the framework emphasizes the following 
dimensions:

Social Exclusion is context-specifi c: This means that 
applying the concept of social exclusion to the 
Middle Eastern and North African countries calls 
for analysis of what it means to be Egyptian, 
Moroccan, Iranian, or Syrian, to be a Muslim, an 
Arab, and so on.  This national-specifi city implies 
that any comparison between exclusion across 
regions internationally will require a context-
dependent defi nition of social belonging and of 
what it means to be a fully participating adult. In 
the context of the Middle East, prescribed acti-
vities for this age group traditionally included 
work, citizenship, marriage, and the establishment 
of independent households.  That large numbers 
of youth are unable to fulfi ll those roles implies 
that youth exclusion in the region is rising.  

Social exclusion is a relational:  As a social rela-
tionship, exclusion has two parties.  It is essential 
to examine the excluders as well as the excluded, 
adults as well as youth.  

•

•

SOCIAL EXCLUSION
Our goal must be to reduce these disparities across and within countries, to bring more and 
more people into the economic mainstream, to promote equitable access to the benefi ts of 
development regardless of nationality, race or gender.  This – the Challenge of Inclusion – is 
the key development challenge of our time.

 –  James Wolfensohn, “The Challenge of Inclusion,” 1997

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



MIDDLE EAST YOUTH INITIATIVE WORKING PAPER  |  SOCIAL EXCLUSION6

Social exclusion is multi-dimensional: It tran-
scends the narrow conception of material pov-
erty, whether conceived in terms of income or 
the fulfi llment of basic needs.  Social exclusion is 
less concerned with the distribution of material 
or monetary resources than with other forms of 
social disadvantage or group memberships that 
are related to economic outcomes.  

Although there are many dimensions of social ex-
clusion, it is hard to argue that youth per se is such a 
dimension. Everyone goes through youth, and most 
of us are socially included, making the “normal” 
transition to adult social membership. However, 
studying the exclusion of youth as a status or group 
is justifi ed insofar as age serves as a basis of social 
differentiation in both Europe and the Middle East 
that impedes full participation in adult social life. 
Thus, it is the intersection of youth with other 
dimensions of disadvantage that makes social exclu-
sion a useful framework for analysis.

YOUTH EXCLUSION IN EUROPE AND THE MIDDLE 
EAST: FACING SIMILAR TRENDS

The comparison of youth exclusion in Europe and 
the Middle East is not as far-fetched as it may sound 
at fi rst.  The huge differences between these regions 
should not obscure some similarities and the value 
of learning from the experience of others and per-
haps adapting practices to new contexts. There are 
several important similarities and differences which 
make the comparison worthwhile: 

1. High Levels of Unemployment: Young people in 
both parts of the world face similar challenges, es-
pecially unemployment rates that are usually double 
or more that of prime-age adults.  In most of the 
Middle Eastern countries, youth unemployment 
ranged from 37% of all the unemployed in Moroc-
co to 73% in Syria.  However, unlike Europe where 
the unskilled face more problems in the labor mar-
ket than the well-educated, the well-trained in the 
Middle East are disproportionately unemployed.  

2. Labor Market Segmentation: Despite their dif-
ferent income levels, levels of industrialization, 
religious traditions and colonial histories, some of 
the same mechanisms are responsible for accumulating 
disadvantages among labor market outsiders. The 

• labor markets in both regions suffer from economic 
restructuring and insider-outsider problems.  Social 
exclusion is strongly expressed in Middle Eastern 
countries through many dimensions of labor market 
segmentation. Organized insiders with seniority 
benefi t from rents – higher wages, better benefi ts, 
and greater tenure – by monopolizing jobs and re-
stricting access to particular sectors (see Silver 
1994).  Outsiders, such as youth and new labor mar-
ket entrants, suffer from longer unemployment 
durations, skill atrophy, and declining health, as 
well as the social dimensions of exclusion from 
work.

3. Rising Education and Delaying Marriage: The 
trend, if not levels, of rising education and of delay-
ing marriage and leaving home are also shared by 
the two regions.  Both Europe and the Middle East 
have recently experienced a rise in the average ages 
of leaving home, marriage, and fi rst birth (Lloyd 
2005). These inter-related trends are partly attrib-
utable to the same causes, especially rising youth 
unemployment, extended education, and increas-
ingly costly housing, and have contributed to de-
clining fertility. However, there are important dif-
ferences in these tendencies across countries, 
refl ecting institutional and cultural variation.  

4. Redistributive Policies and Role of the State: It is 
not so unreasonable to draw policy ideas and les-
sons from Europe for the Middle East.  Unlike 
many regions of the developing world, Middle 
Eastern countries have long had redistributive anti-
poverty policies, safety net and public employment 
programs, and social funds like some of the Euro-
pean welfare states.  As in the Southern European 
welfare regime where youth unemployment is ex-
tremely high, Middle Eastern and North African 
kinship networks provide informal social support.  
This allows young people to remain in the parental 
home, spreading the risks of poverty and linking the 
job market with social contacts.

EUROPEAN YOUTH INCLUSION POLICIES AND 
PROGRAMS: LESSONS FOR THE MIDDLE EAST

There are number of lessons Middle Eastern 
countries can draw from European youth inclusion 
policies, which may help guide the development of 
programs in MENA countries aimed at reducing 
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youth disadvantage. Since exclusion is a multi-di-
mensional, relational, context-specifi c process, most 
European policies promoting social inclusion 
emphasize: (1) multi-pronged comprehensive inter-
ventions crossing traditional bureaucratic domains 
and tailored to addressing at once the multi-dimen-
sional problems of excluded individuals and groups; 
(2) a long-term process of insertion and integration 
moving through transitional stages; (3) localized in-
tervention sensitive to national institutional and 
cultural contexts; and (4) participation of the ex-
cluded in their own inclusion into economic and 
social life. The latter is especially important. We 
have seen that targeted and means-tested programs 
may unintentionally stigmatize their intended ben-
efi ciaries, and youth should have a say in how pro-
grams to help them are designed, implemented, and 
evaluated.

Based upon this review of European policies to pro-
mote the inclusion of youth, several policy implica-
tions follow for Middle Eastern countries.  First, as 
human capital and neo-liberal policies advocate, ba-
sic literacy and high-quality education remain im-
portant goals for the region, especially in rural areas 
and among women and disadvantaged groups.  As 
for training, European experience shows the bene-
fi ts of expanding the private sector role in training.  
Youth do better when they have an opportunity to 
learn on the job, and employers can screen these 
potential employees. The schools should not ne-
glect specifi c skills needed for later life such as fi -
nancial and business literacy, job search techniques, 
and how to use the internet.  

Second, job creation policies should not be neglect-
ed.  One important avenue is to expand aid to youth 
entrepreneurship and formal sector self-employ-
ment, preferably in partnership with the corporate 
and banking sectors.  Barriers to credit, especially of 
women, should be dismantled, and training in business 
planning, marketing, and accounting extensively 
offered. Developing credit markets and fi nancial 
literacy means more than small business loans.  
MENA countries need more access to consumer 
loans and mortgages. There are excellent opportu-
nities in the private housing market to accomplish 
many goals at once. Low-interest credit can release 
pent-up demand for household formation, con-

struction is labor-intensive and thus, a source of 
new jobs that also allows for skill development and 
urban renewal. Rental housing often pays for itself 
over time, encouraging entrepreneurship.

Third, matching policies need development.  Mid-
dle Eastern countries have an opportunity to estab-
lish or expand public or private employment and 
job search services. This is related to improving 
access to the internet which can be used for job 
search. The internet can also open up global business 
opportunities to make up for the loss of remittances 
from abroad.  Policies to reconcile work and family 
responsibilities should be universalized in such a 
way that no sector is favored.  Potential avenues for 
this are the tax system or family allowances which 
support the family while allowing caregivers to 
work. Indeed, child and elder care are important la-
bor-intensive sectors that could also absorb young 
workers.  

Finally, fi ghting social exclusion is more than a mat-
ter of the labor market. Middle Eastern countries 
need to offer youth a diverse range of positive out-
lets for their energy and aspirations that go beyond 
work and marriage. Religious and military activities 
are not the only ones that can occupy young people 
constructively. As discussed, there are myriad com-
munity-based projects in the arts, new technologies, 
infrastructure, sports, environment, and the like 
that keep young people out of trouble and benefi t 
them and their neighbors. Including the younger 
generation in the effort to improve their own soci-
eties may prove the most valuable development 
strategy there is.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Cross-sectional household surveys have provided 
the vast bulk of the information currently available 
on Middle Eastern youth (Lloyd 2005).  This makes 
it diffi cult to untangle causation, to discover the 
long-term effects of transitions during youth, and 
to examine contextual effects, including those of 
national setting. Future research in an exclusion 
framework should build in a temporal component, 
making it possible to identify sequences, mecha-
nisms, and causal processes.  If panel surveys are not 
feasible, life narratives may be instructive. 
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In addition to representative sample surveys, 
ethnography and qualitative methods can reveal 
important salient dimensions of youth exclusion. 
Given how many youth may have temporary or 
unsuccessful transitions to work and other adult 
roles, research must consider potential feedback ef-
fects or mutually reinforcing causation among various 
dimensions of exclusion. Poverty, depression, and 
poor health are usually seen as outcomes of unem-
ployment, especially in the long-term, but they may 
also induce unemployment, especially if fi nancial 
constraints or reduced self-esteem impede the job 
search. If possible, cohort panels with prospective 
data should be collected.  In sum, multi-disciplinary 
multi-method panel research designs appear to hold 
the most promise for studies of the multi-faceted 
transitions of youth.  

Indeed, individual investments and trajectories are 
only the beginning for understanding the multi-di-
mensional process of youth exclusion. First, the 
causal inter-relations among youth transitions can 
give rise to cumulative exclusions and social isola-
tion. To uncover these, research must examine 
long-term trajectories and consider how they are 

embedded in contexts of various levels.  Second, 
youth exclusion mechanisms may differ by age (ear-
ly adolescence through young adulthood), gender, 
and ethnic, racial, caste, tribe, language, religion, 
sect, and other social group. There is not much re-
search on the impact of family-friendly labor poli-
cies, such as maternity leave, that would make it 
easier for Middle Eastern women to combine paid 
work and childrearing. There are even fewer stud-
ies of minorities in Middle Eastern countries. Third, 
since social exclusion is a relationship, more atten-
tion should be devoted to the causes of exclusion 
and to individual and institutional excluders. For 
example, discrimination studies are extremely rare 
in the Middle East compared to Europe and the 
US.  Because of their legal implications, it is unclear 
whether audit or random assignment procedures 
can be implemented in this region. Finally, if new 
youth inclusion policies are implemented, it would 
be wise to include evaluation research that not only 
measures quantitative and qualitative outcomes, but 
also inputs and other costs. Control groups and 
baseline data are among the important consider-
ations, and both short-term and long-term results 
need to be assessed.
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This paper presents a theoretical orientation for 
studying the multiple social problems confronting 
youth in the Middle East. According to Merton 
(1968), a “theoretical orientation” establishes a 
common fi eld of inquiry by providing a framework 
for descriptive and explanatory research. The 
framework covers the identifi cation and formula-
tion of research problems, rationales for variable 
selection, and strategies for research design and 
data analysis.

As research turns to the sources of youth disadvan-
tage, comparative studies fruitfully may adopt a 
perspective oriented to the idea of social exclusion. 
Most typically, analyses of youth have employed ei-
ther the neoclassical economic framework of hu-
man capital or the sociodemographic framework of 
life course research. While both have produced im-
portant fi ndings and insights, their focus on supply 
side processes of individuals is limited. Institutions 
are especially important in understanding youth 
disadvantage in the Middle East. 

The more comprehensive social exclusion frame-
work presented here takes institutions seriously. 
The approach has been applied effectively to study-
ing youth in the European Union and also can pro-
vide a rigorous and robust research schema and di-
rection for policies pertaining to youth in the 
Middle East context. But analysts should be mind-
ful of the important differences between these re-
gions. The meaning of social exclusion is contextu-
ally contingent and must be adapted to the setting 
of investigation.

Young people in the Middle East face numerous 
economic, social, and political challenges. The de-
mographic pressures of a large youth cohort make it 
diffi cult to absorb all of the labor market entrants 
seeking jobs, despite average GDP growth from 
2000 to 2005 of 4.7 percent and medium-to-high 
levels of secondary and tertiary educational enroll-
ment. In some countries, the youth bulge has 
peaked, but this cohort is now currently crowding 
in the labor market and faces bleak job prospects.

Youth in the Middle East not only are dispropor-
tionately jobless, but those who do obtain work also 
are disadvantaged compared with their elders. For 
example, 69 percent of youth in Egypt work with-

out a contract. Over half of the employed youth in 
Syria, 46 percent of those in Egypt, and 32 percent 
of those in Morocco have temporary, non-career 
jobs; only in Iran is it a low 6.9 percent. It should 
not come as a surprise that many Middle Eastern 
youth blame insuffi cient job vacancies and their 
governments for their plight (Elder and Schmidt 
2006; Dunlop 2006).  

Among the regional factors associated with high 
unemployment and joblessness of Middle Eastern 
youth are not only excess labor supply and rising 
female labor force participation but also labor mar-
ket rigidities such as public sector attractiveness and 
obstacles to private sector development (Kabbani 
and Kothari 2005; Yousef 2004). Among the par-
ticular issues for youth in these countries that the 
International Labor Organization identifi ed are 
poor job quality, insuffi cient job creation, inade-
quate industrial investment – 47 percent of employ-
ment is in services and 26 percent in agriculture – 
managing internal and external migration, informal, 
network-based job search, reluctance of youth to 
work in the private sector, and civil confl icts (Elder 
and Schmidt 2006).  

But the notion of youth exclusion goes well beyond 
the economic dimensions of disadvantage. In the 
Middle East, the average age at marriage has in-
creased well beyond what is expected from rising 
educational levels, and independent household for-
mation also is being delayed. Inclusion in central 
adult roles is thereby stymied. The gender gap in 
most social indicators has persisted despite young 
women’s increased schooling. Youth in the Middle 
East have limited opportunities for civic and politi-
cal involvement, including participation in the mili-
tary, sports, religious institutions, and other roles 
deemed age-appropriate (Waldner 1994). They 
may turn to the streets and other mischief without a 
productive outlet for their energies (Rhodes, Mi-
hyar, and Abu El-Rous 2002; Bennani-Chraibi 
1994). In brief, the problems of youth call for a 
multidimensional approach, a multidisciplinary 
perspective, and joined-up policy interventions.

This paper examines the interrelated processes of 
economic and social exclusion of youth in Europe 
and the Middle East. First, it discusses how the so-

I.  GROWING UP IN THE MIDDLE EAST
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cial exclusion framework differs from two other 
dominant approaches to studying youth and from 
the more familiar income poverty perspective. Sec-
ond, the paper discusses the appropriateness of 
comparing youth in Europe and those living in the 
Middle East. Third, it summarizes European re-

search on youth exclusion and policies to combat it. 
Based upon this overview and cognizant of the com-
parative limitations, the paper draws some conclu-
sions about what and how to study youth exclusion 
in the Middle East and what can be done about it.

The more comprehensive social exclusion framework presented here takes institutions 

seriously. The approach has been applied effectively to studying youth in the European 

Union and also can provide a rigorous and robust research schema and direction for 

policies pertaining to youth in the Middle East context. But analysts should be mindful 

of the important differences between these regions. The meaning of social exclusion is 

contextually contingent and must be adapted to the setting of investigation.  
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The two most familiar approaches to studying 
youth – human capital theory and the life course 
perspective – place emphasis on the youth themselves 
and, thus, the supply-side of the labor market. The 
micro level is especially important in the fi eld of 
neoclassical labor economics. Human capital theory 
emphasizes supply side investments that, despite 
the short-term opportunity costs of foregone 
wages, maximize income over the entire life course. 
The central premise of this approach is that 
education, training, good health, and similar 
productivity-enhancing investments during one’s 
youth will pay off later in life (Knowles and Behrman 
2003). Schooling probably has received more 
scholarly attention than any other aspect of youth 
development, especially as it is considered a societal 
investment as well as an individual one. Rising 
education levels should increase national economic 
product, not only personal well-being. However, 
among women, intermittent experience on the job 
also accounts for lower human capital and thus, this 
perspective also incorporates an economics of the 
family (Becker 1991, 1975).  

HUMAN CAPITAL FRAMEWORK 

Labor economists studying youth emphasize 
their role as potential workers. For example, the 
differential size of cohorts entering the labor force 
– baby booms and busts – and increasingly continu-
ous female labor force participation might account 
for the declining economic status of youth, whether 
rising joblessness or falling wages. But in countries 
in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, this excess supply does not explain 
the long-term, apparently structural unemployment 
of youth. Rather, institutional barriers are at work, 
accounting for national variation in youth 
disadvantage and the length and number of spells of 
joblessness until stable employment is obtained 
(Blanchfl ower and Freeman 2000). It appears that 
youth are being sorted into two segments – educated, 
skilled, and well paid vs. less educated, unskilled, 
and unemployed or low paid. To span this divide, 
human capital theorists propose increased training 
of unskilled youth even if unemployment affl icts 
qualifi ed young workers and evaluations show such 
“second chance” programs have disappointing 
results.

Most human capital studies examine the personal 
characteristics of young workers, especially their 
“disadvantaged backgrounds.” Thus, parental so-
cioeconomic status, gender, disability, health, eth-
nicity, religion, place of residence, and geographical 
mobility are among the covariates that may interact 
with age and human capital to produce unemploy-
ment or low wages. These studies make use of mi-
cro data, mainly from national censuses or sample 
surveys, preferably from longitudinal ones.  

In the Middle East, education levels have been ris-
ing. Although illiteracy is still widespread in Egypt, 
Morocco, and other countries, the unemployment 
problem is in fact disproportionately concentrated 
among educated youth (El-Hamidi and Wahba 
2005). To be sure, the quality and nature of educa-
tion may not fi t labor demand, but it is diffi cult to 
argue that the level of human capital is the only rea-
son for the region’s unemployment. Uneducated 
young men go to work early and earn low wages, 
but educated young men and women wait for long 
periods in hopes of enjoying the standard of living 
they expect. The vast majority of jobseekers are new 
labor market entrants. Many reject private sector 
jobs so they will be ready for openings in the public 
sector, where wages are a third higher (Kabbani and 
Korthari 2005, 36). This is evidence of monopoly 
rents earned by insiders benefi ting from institution-
al barriers excluding outsiders. It implies that a so-
cial exclusion framework may usefully account for 
at least part of the Middle Eastern situation.

LIFE COURSE FRAMEWORK

The life course perspective considers how, over time, 
individuals move through a sequence of socially pat-
terned, culturally defi ned age-graded roles and social 
transitions. Life course theory has three central ideas: 
trajectories, transitions, and turning points (Elder 
and Shanahan 2006). Social exclusion is a trajectory, 
not a simple transition. Life courses are comprised of 
dynamic trajectories of considerable duration. A tra-
jectory is a pathway over the lifespan marked by se-
quences of transitions or turning points, relatively 
abrupt life events. A transition is a change in state(s), 
an entry and exit to a role. Age-graded transitions are 
embedded in social institutions and historical peri-
ods. A turning point is a substantial change in the 
course of a behavior trajectory. 

I I.  FRAMEWORKS FOR STUDYING YOUTH
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The life course approach traditionally has consid-
ered how individuals adapt to turning points or 
events, socially defi ned transitions between posi-
tions in a given life domain, and life stage passages 
from one combination of transitions to another in 
different life domains. These individual adjustments 
are examined especially in the context of the family’s 
interdependent life courses and its strategies to bal-
ance needs and the use and distribution of resourc-
es. Life course events such as transitions in and out 
of paid work, in and out of welfare, family and 
household transitions, and health and illness are 
among the most important topics of research. Un-
expected life events or historic changes – incarcera-
tion, contracting AIDS, drought, or war – cause 
some to spiral into exclusion, passing through stag-
es of social detachments – death or dislocation of 
family and villagers – and exclusion from assets such 
as land – needed for a livelihood. Norms dictate the 
appropriate timing and sequences of role transi-
tions. Nevertheless, historic changes such as the 
Great Depression, social institutions such as gov-
ernment policies, and triggering life events may 
modify such trajectories. Social history, institutions, 
and social structure thus shape individuals’ lives. 
Thus, the life course approach grounds the study of 
individuals in context and emphasizes the implica-
tions of social pathways in historical time and place 
for human development and aging.  

Karl Ulrich Mayer (2005) posited that the life 
course has varied across historical periods and na-
tional contexts (see Table 1-1). He hypothesized 
that broad categories of welfare regimes (Esping-
Andersen 1990) or varieties of capitalism (Hall and 
Soskice 2001) would structure the life course of 
various European countries but instead found that 
particular institutional rules and incentive systems 
do so. Specifi c mechanisms channel individuals into 
situations with risks and opportunities. The life 
course is institutionally patterned, but not accord-
ing to simplifi ed comparative typologies. According 
to the classifi cation in Table 1-1, Middle Eastern 
countries combine some aspects of all four of May-
er’s life course regimes. Although the male bread-
winner model is most common in Middle Eastern 
cities (Moghadam 2002), some aspects of tradition-
al and even post-fordist life courses are evident in 
the region.  

The life course perspective reminds us that, in some 
times and places, no such separate socially recog-
nized stage as youth existed. Although it has physi-
cal benchmarks, beginning sometime after physical 
puberty and persisting at least until reaching full 
stature or parenthood, the timing, sequencing, and 
duration of youth vary across societies. Thus, youth 
is a socially constructed age category, one often rec-
ognized in law and culturally marked by rituals. 
Many institutions are age-graded: school, army, the 
welfare state. The “age of majority,” when one is 
legally an adult, varies cross nationally and may not 
coincide with religious and cultural defi nitions of 
adulthood.  

Many contemporary societies defi ne youth as an in-
termediate life stage between childhood and adult-
hood. Youth is a stage in the life course punctuated 
by many transitions: school-to-work, school-to-
university, school-to-military, parental-to-own 
home and marriage, and marriage-to-parenthood. 
Young people are expected to prepare for at least 
fi ve “key adult roles: adult worker, citizen and com-
munity participant, spouse, parent, and household 
manager” (Lloyd 2005, 3). But youth is not only 
about assuming adult privileges and responsibilities. 
It is a normatively defi ned life stage in its own right. 
Throughout the world, especially with the spread 
of the prohibition against child labor, it is also last-
ing longer.

Arnett (2004) has argued that “emerging adult-
hood” has become a separate stage of life lasting 
from the late teens through the twenties. It is a pe-
riod in between adolescence and adulthood, in 
which adult responsibility is somewhat dreaded as 
an end to independence, spontaneity, optimism, 
and wide-open possibilities. In the United States, 
adulthood now means assuming long-term respon-
sibilities for one’s actions, making independent de-
cisions, and being fi nancially independent rather 
than marriage or parenthood. Emerging adults self-
centeredly search for their adult identities by trying 
out different experiences and partners whereas 
adults are stagnant. During this age of experimenta-
tion, uncertainty, and instability, hopes fl ourish and 
everything seems possible. Education is supposed 
to pay off, and delaying marriage will result in fi nd-
ing a perfect mate. Because they have not yet con-
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Table 1-1: Historical Changes in Life Course Regimes

Life course 
regimes

Traditional Early Industrial Fordist Post-Fordist

Unit Family Farm/
Family Firm

Wage Earner Male Breadwinner, 
Nuclear Family

Individual

Temporal 
Organization

Unstable, 
Unpredictable 
Discontinuity

Life Cycle of 
Poverty, 
Discontinuity

Standardized, 
Stabilized, 
Continuity, 
Progression

Destandardized 
Discontinuity

Education Minimal

Elementary

Medium

Compulsory

Expansion of 
Secondary, Tertiary 
Education and 
Vocational Training

Prolonged, 
Interrupted, 
Lifelong Learning

Work Personal 
Dependency; 
Family Division of 
Labor

Wage Relationship; 
Firm Paternalism, 
Unemployment

Full Lifelong 
Employment; 
Upward Mobility; 
Income 
Progression

Delayed Entry, 
High Between 
Firm/Between 
Occupation 
Mobility; Flat 
Income 
Trajectories, 
Unemployment

Family Partial and Delayed 
Marriage; 
Instability due to 
Death; Property 
Centered; High 
Fertility; Early 
Death 

Delayed Universal; 
Fertility Decline

Early Universal 
Marriage, Early 
Childbearing, 
Medium Fertility

Delayed and 
Partial Marriage, 
Pluralized Family 
Forms, Low 
Fertility, High 
Divorce Rate, 
Sequential 
Promiscuity

Retirement/
Old Age

With Physical 
Disability, Old Age 
Dependency, Early 
Death

Regulatory or by 
Disability, Low 
Pensions

Regulatory: Middle 
Pensions

Early Retirement; 
Decreasing 
Pensions; 
Increasing 
Longevity; 
Increasing Chronic 
Illness

Source: Mayer 2005
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fronted the disappointments of real life, emerging 
adults “believe that everything will work out as they 
planned, because even if things are going badly now, 
no doors are fi rmly closed, few decisions are irrevo-
cable, their dreams may yet prevail.” Consequently, 
there are different sequences and timings of con-
ventional transitions – the end of education, the be-
ginning of work, the move out of the natal home, 
the start of sexual relations, and the assumption of 
marital or parenting responsibilities.  

In France, too, the transition of the younger gen-
eration to adulthood has been likened to a labyrinth 
in which the rules keep changing so each must fi nd 
an individual way into active life (Nicole-Drancourt 
1991). Gender differences in the quest for identity 
and the transition to adulthood cannot be under-
stated. In Nicole-Drancourt’s study, young women 
emphatically did not want to be housewives in a tra-
ditional family, however tough their job search or 
restricted their occupational choices may be. 

The young men, by contrast, no longer can follow 
their fathers’ path directly from school to work, so 
they spend a long period exploring themselves, be-
coming individuals, deciding what to do. They look 
around for references and contacts but feel power-
less to infl uence their chances. In anxiety and fear, 
they fl ee the labor market and engage in leisure and 
hanging out with peers, precisely when their female 
counterparts are diving into employment. Young 
men are single and do not think about marriage or 
work while young women are already planning how 
to combine work and family. However, for many of 
these youth, the delay in the transition to adulthood 
is inconsequential since they ultimately assume 
adult roles. But for excluded youth – those with lit-
tle education or a criminal record – the postpone-
ment can be devastating.  

“Youth cultures” and distinctive styles of dress, mu-
sic, media, and other pastimes provide a set of prac-
tices through which adolescents can work out their 
separation and rebellion against the older genera-
tion in constructive ways. Emerging adults raise 
moral issues for their elders: dating, premarital sex, 
changing gender roles, drug abuse, crime, and pro-
tests. Moreover, sports, clubs, dancing, and other 
youth social activities often require money, making 

it diffi cult for poorer, unemployed youth to social-
ize with others through shared consumption. This 
in turn constricts their social lives and contributes 
to cultural disaffection. When youth rebellion has 
no constructive outlet, peer group relations can lead 
to drug abuse, criminal gangs, or even uprisings.  

In the Middle East, “fraternities” may arise in which 
young men meet to socialize. These trusting ex-
changes extend to assistance with fi nding a job or a 
wife. Friends help obtain goods and subvert state 
regulations. In some cases, they pressure men to 
give up drugs and go to the mosque; in other groups, 
drug consumption is the basis of sociability. The 
obligations of fraternity pull men away from their 
families. There is also some indication that religious 
extremism among some young men will moderate 
with military service and marriage, but if the frater-
nity is very infl uential, it can lead to militant Is-
lamism (Ismail 2006, 105-6; Meijer 2000). Faced 
with government clientelism that allocates eco-
nomic opportunities, young men may join Islamic 
movements that mirror the patronage from which 
they are excluded (Waldner 1994). As James 
Wolfensohn (1997) argued, “corruption by defi ni-
tion is exclusive: it promotes the interests of the few 
over the many.” A typical reaction to exclusion is 
“dual closure;” based upon rejection by insiders, the 
outsiders develop their own solidarity (Parkin 
1979).

Arnett argues that emerging adulthood is not a uni-
versal but rather a culturally specifi c life stage, one 
found in which the age of marriage and parenthood 
occurs in the late twenties or later, as in post-indus-
trial countries of the West and in Asian countries 
such as Japan and South Korea. He argues that it is 
less widespread in developing countries. But even 
there, this life stage is experienced by some groups, 
especially in urban areas and depending upon socio-
economic status and life circumstances (Arnett 
2004, 22). Indeed, some life course literature sug-
gests that young people from poor and disadvan-
taged families can overcome their backgrounds 
during the years of emerging adulthood (Arnett 
2004; Sampson and Laub 1993). As secondary 
school completion rises through the world, the ages 
of marriage and parenthood are rising, too, creating 
opportunities for social mobility. The challenge for 
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policy is to set youth on a positive, upward trajec-
tory and away from social exclusion.

SOCIAL EXCLUSION FRAMEWORK 

A Social Exclusion Framework is compatible with 
human capital and life course approaches to youth 
but encompasses and transcends them. Social exclu-
sion is a multidimensional process of progressive 
social rupture, detaching groups and individuals 
from social relations and institutions and prevent-
ing them from full participation in the normal, nor-
matively prescribed activities of the society in which 
they live (see Silver and Miller 2006; Silver 1994). 
Whatever the content and criteria of social mem-
bership, socially excluded groups and individuals 
lack capacity or access to social opportunity (Sen 
2000). From the perspective of the larger society, 
exclusion breaks the larger social bond holding 
groups together. Thus, exclusion is at once a macro 
and a micro phenomenon. The theoretical orienta-
tion of social exclusion can be distinguished from 
the previous two approaches in that it considers tra-
jectories of group relations as well as relations be-
tween individuals and examines not only those ex-
cluded but also the excluding institutions and 
individuals that benefi t from the process.  

Social exclusion has many defi nitions, refl ecting na-
tional and ideological notions of what it means to 
belong to society (Silver 1994). These defi nitions 
are grounded in cultural understandings as well as 
legal offi cial categories and economic statuses. Most 
nation-states construct their own selective histori-
cal narratives that are taught to citizens and may 
encompass justifi cations for internal social distinc-
tions. What it means to be American, French, or 
German varies considerably and, thus, the defi ni-
tion of social exclusion varies, too. This means that 
applying the concept of social exclusion to Middle 
Eastern countries calls for analysis of what it means 
to be Egyptian, Moroccan, Iranian, or Syrian, to be 
a Muslim, an Arab, and so on. This qualifi cation 
makes comparative social exclusion research a cau-
tious enterprise.

Social exclusion is fi rst and foremost a multidimen-
sional conception of disadvantage. It transcends the 
narrow conception of material poverty, whether 
conceived in terms of income or the fulfi llment of 

basic needs. Social exclusion is less concerned with 
the distribution of material or monetary resources 
than with other forms of social disadvantage or 
group memberships that are related to poverty. In-
deed, social exclusion is most frequently defi ned in 
contrast to poverty.  

Although there are many dimensions of social ex-
clusion, it is hard to argue that youth per se is such 
a dimension. Everyone goes through youth and 
most of us are socially included, making the “nor-
mal” transition to adult social membership. But 
studying the exclusion of youth as a status or group 
is justifi ed insofar as age serves as a basis of social 
differentiation in both Europe and the Middle East 
that impedes full participation in adult social life. 
Indeed, the elderly constitute a similar status in that 
custom and even law sometimes require withdrawal 
from normal activity. Thus, it is the intersection of 
youth with other dimensions of disadvantage – no-
tably here, unemployment – that makes social ex-
clusion a useful framework for analysis.  

Some European countries have adopted the exclu-
sion lens when addressing the needs of youth. The 
British Social Exclusion Unit (Offi ce of the Deputy 
Prime Minister 2005) studied “young adults with 
complex needs” or multiple disadvantages such as 
mental illness, drug misuse, criminal records, or 
homelessness. Of the 5.5 million people in Britain 
aged 16-24, 750,000 of them were not in employ-
ment, education, or training. The report identifi ed 
the often arbitrary way in which programs and in-
stitutions are divided into youth and adult services 
and called for “blurring the age boundaries” of ser-
vices for vulnerable young adults. Prohibiting young 
people from receiving income support, housing 
subsidy, or unemployment benefi t while allowing 
them to vote or serve in the military may seem in-
consistent, but every society draws boundaries 
around the rights and responsibilities of full adult-
hood from which youth are excluded. Sometimes 
abruptly, sometimes more gradually, the process of 
assuming adult roles is a dynamic one that changes 
over time. The older generation usually holds the 
keys, regulating access.  In general, insiders deny 
outsiders equal rights and may even derive benefi t 
– income, power, and other resources – from exclu-
sivity. The outsiders, in this case youth, suffer mul-
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tiple disadvantages that may accumulate over time.

Social exclusion is a relational rather than a redis-
tributive idea. Although poverty can lead to social 
exclusion as well as the reverse, one can easily imag-
ine rich members of excluded groups. Thus, it is 
not strictly a question of insuffi cient material re-
sources. As Alain Touraine (1991) put it, exclusion 
is an issue of being in or out rather than up or down. 
Even the rich may, under certain circumstances and 
in certain domains, be socially excluded. But there 
is a tendency for difference to become inequality 
because social closure benefi ts insiders.

As a social relationship, exclusion has two parties. It 
is essential to examine the excluders as well as the 
excluded, adults as well as youth. When the exclud-
ers are the focus, the mechanisms of social exclusion 
are front and center. At the micro level, rejection, 
isolation, and humiliation are some of the mecha-
nisms that exclude people from full participation in 
society. At the macro level, exile, expulsion, and de-
portation, ethnic cleansing, apartheid, denial of hu-
man rights, and imprisonment are among the ex-
treme processes of exclusion backed up by force. 
Policy must address both parties to the relationship 
of exclusion – the demand and supply sides, so to 
speak. Institutional and interpersonal discrimina-
tion and barriers to participation are central to the 
analysis.

When the excluded receive attention, processes of 
exclusion, such as spirals of cumulative disadvan-
tage and exclusion traps over the life course, come 
into view. Thus, exclusion is a dynamic concept. In 
addressing the trajectories of social exclusion over 
the life course of youth, the accumulation of social 
disadvantages across many dimensions becomes 
evident. Britain’s Social Exclusion Unit defi nes ex-
clusion as “a shorthand label for what can happen 
when individuals or areas suffer from a combination 
of linked problems.” This is even more the case 
when, as Vleminckx and Berghman (2001) claim, 
exclusion implies entrapment or intergenerational 
transmission. 

 Too often, exclusion discourse overemphasizes the 
downward trajectories at the expense of trajectories 
that interrupt the accumulation of disadvantage. 
This does not only require change on the part of 

vulnerable youth. It takes two to knit social rela-
tionships between adults and youth or to include 
youth in networks that can help them move into 
adult roles. European experience teaches that inser-
tion, activation, training, and related interventions 
to improve life chances of youth fail without suffi -
cient jobs, public works, or places in programs and 
without equal rights and opportunities for women, 
including enforceable anti-discrimination laws. 
Otherwise, program participants who gain entry to 
spheres from which they were excluded simply trade 
places with others who drop out. This process of 
“musical chairs” – la galère (Dubet 1987) or “yo-yo”-
ization (Walther 2002) – in youth insertion programs 
can give rise to frustration, anger, and violence. 
Trajectories must ultimately lead to social inclu-
sion. 

As discussed below, policies to address young peo-
ple’s transitions to work via school, vocational train-
ing, career advice, labor market programs, and so 
on have some social exclusion traps of their own. 
Supply side programs narrow the idea of social inte-
gration to labor market integration alone and ig-
nore local demand conditions. What were once in-
terconnected transitions to adulthood – in the 
spheres of family, housing, gender roles, lifestyles – 
are being replaced by “de-standardized ‘yoyo’-tran-
sitions” – ups and downs, either-ors, neither-nor 
adult and youth. Indeed, transitions to adulthood 
are reversible and trajectories are precarious. When 
there is a mismatch between training and skill de-
mand, youth simply enter “waiting loops.” In sum, 
society cannot call exclusively on the excluded to 
change; the perpetrators of social exclusion must 
also be transformed. Exhorting young people to 
study and work is fruitless if there are no avenues to 
social inclusion.  

Exclusion varies across contexts and therefore has a 
situated or spatial aspect. Inaccessibility to the 
means of social participation may refl ect segrega-
tion or sheer physical distance. “Residential segre-
gation further accentuates the pernicious conse-
quences of poverty by limiting interaction between 
lower and middle classes, thereby perpetuating the 
cycle of social exclusion that stymies the life chanc-
es of even the most industrious youth” (Tienda and 
Wilson 2002, 4). Indeed, sometimes employers dis-
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criminate simply on the basis of living in stigma-
tized neighborhoods. Joined-up, spatially concen-
trated social problems are associated with the idea 
of an “urban underclass.”  

The framework controls for background character-
istics shown to be important in human capital re-
search on youth, and it emphasizes the contextual-
ization and institutionalization of trajectories 
emphasized in life course research on youth. It of-
fers a dynamic perspective on multiple dimensions 
of exclusion from both primary – economic – and 

secondary – social – spheres of social activity, indi-
cating that causality between these spheres is recip-
rocal. The framework distinguishes the dimensions 
of exclusion from adult roles from the consequences 
of that exclusion, including poverty, delayed house-
hold formation, mental illness, and the like. It also 
specifi es the ways in which exclusion may feed back 
on itself, multiplying the dimensions of rupture and 
closed opportunities over time, whether through 
unemployment, migration, loss of social ties, or 
poverty.  
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The idea of social exclusion originated in France, 
from which it dispersed to other countries, partly 
via the EU during the term of Commissioner 
Jacques Delors (Silver and Miller 2006). France has 
the most extensive commitment to fi ghting exclu-
sion with a full-blown “law of prevention and com-
bat of social exclusions” and a National Observatory 
for the Study of Social Exclusion, but Britain and 
other countries also established offi cial agencies 
specifi cally charged with reducing exclusion. 
Through the process of diffusion, the concept 
changed meaning several times. Whereas the 
French understood exclusion primarily in Republi-
can terms of the social bond (lien social), the EU, 
with a British-dominated Poverty Program and a 
continental tradition of Social Democratic tripar-
tite corporatism, tweaked the concept to incorpo-
rate both material disadvantage and social rights. 
When the EU member states agreed to submit Na-
tional Action Plans for Social Inclusion, allowing 
Brussels to monitor progress, each country empha-
sized different, often specifi c dimensions, even if 
they reported on a common set of mainly economic 
income and joblessness indicators (Atkinson, Can-
tillon, Marlier and Nolan 2002). For example, the 
British approach to social exclusion focuses on 
“problem groups” and “joined-up problems.”

This national specifi city implies that any compari-
son between exclusion in Europe and the Middle 
Eastern countries also will require a context-depen-
dent defi nition of social belonging and of what it 
means to be a fully participating adult. Asking peo-
ple what they consider to be the most important 
dimensions of inclusion or exclusion is the most di-
rect strategy to accomplish this. For example, a 
British study (Gordon et al.) asked a representative 
sample what social activities they considered to be 
“normal.” Then the study examined the constraints 
on participating in those activities: lack of afford-
ability, spatial accessibility, family responsibilities, 
time limitations, cultural inappropriateness, fear. 
This approach addresses both normative criteria of 
membership and the sources of exclusion, not the 
disabilities or faults of the excluded.

To be sure, it will be useful to draw upon the EU’s 
common indicators for comparative perspective, 
but there may be some dimensions of inclusion in 

Middle Eastern societies that are relatively unim-
portant in Europe, and the reverse. For example, 
the exclusion of immigrants or racial minorities 
may have greater importance in the global north, 
whereas childlessness or caste may be a source of 
social exclusion in the global south. Nevertheless, 
such comparisons call attention to some excluded 
groups, such as women, that receive attention in 
both Europe and the Middle East while other ex-
cluded ethnic, tribal, religious, and linguistic mi-
norities – Copts, Berbers, Kurds, Sunnis or Shiites, 
etc – in the Middle Eastern countries deserve more 
study.

Not all countries and cultures socially construct a 
distinct life stage called “youth” or “young adult-
hood” with special roles and ways of life. However, 
to the extent to which young people are institution-
ally identifi ed and normatively expected to partici-
pate in certain prescribed activities, then those who 
are unable to do so shall be considered “socially ex-
cluded.” In the context of the Middle East, pre-
scribed activities for this age group traditionally 
included work, citizenship, marriage, and the estab-
lishment of independent households. That large 
numbers of youth are unable to fulfi ll those roles 
implies that youth exclusion in the region is rising. 
Exclusion from the labor market, institutions, fam-
ily and social relations, and politics are the major 
dimensions identifi ed in the four countries under 
study.

Does it really make sense to use a theoretical orien-
tation that originated in the developed world to 
study the global south? The social exclusion frame-
work may have originated in the developed world, 
but it has been applied fruitfully to developing 
countries (Rodgers, Gore, and Figuereido 1995; De 
Haan 1997, 1999; Sen 2000). Exclusion discourse is 
not only heard in the EU context but also in Latin 
America and beyond (Buvinic and Mazza 2004; Sil-
ver and Miller 2006; Silver 2004). Social exclusion 
in both contexts arises from the common processes 
of market globalization and neoliberalization (Bhal-
la and LaPeyre 1999). Some even propose the con-
cept of social exclusion as a new paradigm to explain 
the social effects of globalization, recognizing the 
link between deprivation in the global north and 
south (Munck 2005 p. 21). This suggests that the 

I I I.  YOUTH EXCLUSION IN EUROPE AND THE MIDDLE EAST
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perspective may be fruitfully applied to the Middle 
East with appropriate adaptation to that context.

Yet there are only a few studies explicitly dedicated 
to exclusion in the Middle Eastern countries (Hash-
em 1996; Bedoui 1995; Bedoui and Ridha 1996). 
These predominantly Muslim, Arabic-speaking 
countries span from Morocco in the west to Iran 
and Pakistan in the east. But it would be simplistic 
to portray the region as culturally or religiously ho-
mogeneous. Different countries exhibit different 
aspects of social exclusion, refl ecting their specifi c 
colonial and revolutionary histories, demography, 
and other characteristics. Iran is especially an out-
lier in the region, given its language, Shia majority, 
and imperial and revolutionary history. Again, it is 
important to tailor the defi nition of social exclusion 
and research on the subject to the contexts in which 
it is studied and to develop a systematic compara-
tive research design taking variation into account.

The comparison of youth exclusion in Europe and 
the Middle East is not as far-fetched as it fi rst may 
seem. This is because young people in both parts of 
the world face similar challenges, especially unem-
ployment rates that are usually double or more that 
of prime-age adults. In most of the Middle East, 
youth unemployment ranged from 37 percent of all 
the unemployed in Morocco to 73 percent in Syria, 
with young women’s unemployment rates 50 per-
cent higher than men’s (Yousef 2004, 4). 

But unlike Europe and the United States, where the 
unskilled face more problems in the labor market 
than the well educated, the well trained in the Mid-
dle East are disproportionately unemployed. The 
problem is rather lack of demand for the skills they 
have. This can appear unjust, giving rise to protests, 
as the unemployed graduates movement in Moroc-
co illustrates (Bennani-Chraibi 1994).  Moreover, 
poverty is not related to unemployment in the re-
gion – except in Iran – because of family and gov-
ernment safety nets.

The trend, if not levels, of rising education and of 
delaying marriage and leaving home are also shared 
by the two regions. Poverty in the Middle East de-
clined until the 1990s and is now lower than that in 
East Asia, Latin America, and sub-Saharan Africa. 
In 1998, the probability that a young person in the 

Middle East lived on $1 a day or less was 2.1 per-
cent, down from 4.3 percent in 1987, and the prob-
ability of living on $2 a day or less was 29.9 percent 
(Lloyd 2005, pp. 61-3). The huge differences be-
tween these regions should not obscure some simi-
larities and the value of learning from the experi-
ence of others and perhaps adapting practices to 
new contexts.

Despite their different GNP, levels of industrializa-
tion, religious traditions, and colonial histories, 
some of the same mechanisms are responsible for 
accumulating disadvantages among labor market 
outsiders. The labor markets in both regions suffer 
from economic restructuring and insider-outsider 
problems. Social exclusion is strongly expressed in 
Middle Eastern countries through many dimen-
sions of labor market segmentation. Organized in-
siders with seniority benefi t from rents – higher 
wages, better benefi ts, and greater tenure – by mo-
nopolizing jobs and restricting access to particular 
sectors (see Silver 1994). Outsiders, such as youth 
and new labor market entrants, suffer from longer 
unemployment durations, skill atrophy, and declin-
ing health, as well as the social dimensions of exclu-
sion from work.  

Labor market segmentation on the basis of age 
works through many institutional mechanisms. The 
Middle East has differential minimum wages be-
tween urban and rural areas, encouraging migration 
to the cities. Although coverage is uneven, mini-
mum wages raise unemployment and encourage 
informality, at least in Morocco (Yousef 2004, 141). 
Second, women are disfavored in hiring when there 
are generous maternity benefi ts that employers 
must pay for and prohibitions against night work. 
In some Middle Eastern countries, family laws also 
require fathers or husbands to give permission for 
women to work, seek a loan, start a business, or 
travel for business reasons (Moghadam 2002, 242). 
Third, there is a vast difference in the employment 
security, wages, and nonwage compensation of the 
public and private sectors, so that there are long 
waits for government jobs.

The attractiveness of public employment relative to 
the private sector is especially great for women and 
minorities, something also found in many European 
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societies. More generally, labor market regulations 
discourage job creation and impede labor market 
adjustments to economic changes. During the last 
decade, in response to such structural rigidities, 
Egypt and Morocco have deregulated the labor 
market, introducing fl exible part-time and tempo-
rary employment. 

In the oil-producing states, a fi nal basis for labor 
market segmentation is the division between nation-
als and expatriates. These countries have sought to 
address rising unemployment among nationals with 
strict visa requirements, quotas, and subsidies to “na-
tionalize” the private sectors. But it is usually diffi cult 
to price nationals into private sector jobs for which 
guest workers are so much cheaper and work under 
what are sometimes exploitative conditions. 

Similarities in labor market institutions are not the 
end of the comparison. It is not so unreasonable to 
draw policy ideas and lessons from Europe for the 
Middle East.  Unlike many regions of the develop-
ing world, the Middle Eastern countries long have 
had redistributive anti-poverty policies, safety net 
and public employment programs, and social funds 
like some of the European welfare states (Tzanna-
tos 2002).  Even some cash and in-kind transfer 
programs exist in countries like Morocco. The state 
tends to provide free health and education. Health 
and living standards have increased, and most coun-
tries have achieved universal literacy and primary 
school enrollment and rising secondary school en-
rollments. Although they are often uneven in cov-
erage and poorly enforced, the region has training, 

pensions, social insurance, and labor regulations 
such as maternity leave.

In the formal sector, there are social security sys-
tems to which employers contribute. Most Middle 
Eastern countries have severance pay for laid-off 
workers and Iran and Tunisia offer unemployment 
assistance. In contrast, only Algeria and Egypt offer 
contribution-fi nanced unemployment insurance, 
and it is restricted to formal sector workers (Youssef 
2004). Unions and social movements exist, even if 
they are often state-controlled. As in the southern 
European welfare regime where youth unemploy-
ment is extremely high, Middle Eastern and North 
African kinship networks provide informal social 
support, allowing young people to remain in the pa-
rental home, spreading risks of poverty, and offer-
ing social contacts that lead to jobs.  

In many of the Middle Eastern states, an “authori-
tarian bargain” (Youssef 2004, 2) between nondem-
ocratic regimes and the citizens exchanged eco-
nomic security and social welfare for restrictions on 
political participation and union militancy. Free and 
open admission to university, rent control, progres-
sive taxation, and universal health care all served to 
bloat the public sector and inhibit private sector 
growth or health insurance. In Egypt, guaranteed 
public employment for all graduates of higher edu-
cation encouraged human capital acquisition but 
led to high unemployment among graduates wait-
ing for a public job. The latter offered nonwage 
benefi ts such as job security and family allowances. 
Restrictions on the right to fi re added to labor mar-

In many Middle Eastern states, an authoritarian bargain between non-democratic 

regimes and the citizens exchanged economic security and social welfare for restrictions 

on political participation and union militancy. Free and open admission to university, 

rent control, progressive taxation, and universal health care all served to bloat the 

public sector and inhibit private sector growth or health insurance.
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ket rigidities. Nationalizations of industry also ex-
panded the size of the public sector. This system 
remained afl oat because of oil revenues, migrant 
remittances, and foreign aid until the 1980s. The 
resulting fiscal crisis required curtailing food 
subsidies, public employment, and other state 
expenditures that provided the Middle Eastern 
safety net. But the cutbacks were executed gradually 
because of political considerations, much like the 
welfare state reforms in Europe during the last two 
decades.

The Middle Eastern countries have enacted de-
mand-side job creation policies for the unemployed. 
Public works projects are extensive in North Africa. 
In the 1990s, Egypt introduced them in response to 
the rise in unemployment accompanying structural 
adjustment. Morocco’s and Tunisia’s programs were 
mainly situated in rural areas. But these efforts are 
temporary and do not contribute to the long-term 
employability of participants. 

Another type of job creation program in the Middle 
East aims to promote self-employment among the 
poor. Although only a small share of the unem-
ployed are covered (Abrahart, Kaur, and Tzannatos 
2002), unemployment lending programs provide 
small capital loans for the jobless, mostly men, to 
invest in new businesses. Microfi nance is the most 
common strategy. A Tunisian job creation program 
established in 1981 used the national fund for the 
promotion of artisans and small trades (FONAPRA) 
to launch 16,000 projects, each generating an aver-
age of four positions. The rotating loan fund helped 
qualifi ed youth to start a business (Bedoui and Ridha 
1996). But microfi nance was less successful in 
Egypt. Microenterprises tend to be in the informal 
sector and provide little security or growth poten-
tial. To reduce business failures, technical assistance 
and entrepreneurship training should accompany 
small loans. Although they have worked in South 
Asia, especially among women, to ensure high re-
payment rates, small rotating credit programs may 
have some negative side effects in the family. In 
general, self-employment assistance programs can 
have serious deadweight and substitution effects.

Finally, some Middle Eastern countries have instituted 
the same sorts of social and active labor market 

policies to address youth joblessness as Europe and, 
unfortunately, they share many of the same short-
comings (Yousef 2004; Abrahart, Kaur and Tzannatos 
2002). The common policy emphasis on training 
reflects the human capital approach to youth 
unemployment so infl uential in neo-liberal policy-
making, one that discourages job creation efforts. I 
will review some of the fi ndings based upon evaluation 
of these programs.  

To be sure, there are types of social exclusion that 
beleaguer European societies that are less of a prob-
lem in the Middle East, and the reverse. Rural-to-
urban migration is largely over in Europe but is an 
important basis of disadvantage in the Middle East-
ern countries. In the United States and Europe, the 
number of single parent families, one of the most 
socially excluded categories, has increased astro-
nomically. But in the Middle East this is still not a 
big problem although the rising number of older 
singles – “bachelors” and “spinsters” – and practices 
that disadvantage women are.

Europe considers connection to the Internet to be a 
source of social integration so that “e-exclusion,” or 
the digital divide, is socially relevant. But a 2000 
online survey found that of the 378 million internet 
users worldwide, scarcely 1 percent were in the 
Middle East (Castells 2001, 260). Not only are there 
fewer telephones in Arab countries, but only 1.6 
percent of the population have Internet access 
(Dunlop 2006, 15). This is not to say that Internet 
and communications technology access and train-
ing are unimportant in the Middle East; the private 
sector, including Cisco and Microsoft, actively have 
sought to increase the region’s ICT literacy (Dun-
lop 2006). But it is less of a priority.

In sum, social exclusion varies by context. The rel-
evant dimensions of social exclusion, its agents, 
processes and mechanisms, and the institutionally 
patterned life course all differ across countries. Any 
program addressing youth should pay systematic at-
tention to the contextual dimensions that distin-
guish its country cases, if possible by drawing upon 
local and national sentiment about the relevant di-
mensions of social inclusion.
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Context-sensitive lessons for the Middle East drawn 
from the exclusion framework’s role in Europe may 
be organized along the lines already enumerated: 
context-specifi city and multidimensionality, the dy-
namic nature of exclusion, and its emphasis on so-
cial relations.

CONTEXT-SPECIFICITY

Social exclusion is a situated, socially embedded 
concept. Not only does it differ empirically across 
national and cultural contexts but also across re-
gional and local conditions. The most common 
comparisons are across the Anglo-American liberal, 
continental corporatist, Nordic social democratic, 
and Mediterranean traditional family “welfare re-
gimes.” For example, Gallie and Paugam’s (2000) 
comparison of individual social exclusion trajecto-
ries identifi ed differences between northern and 
southern Europe.

Similarly, the Exclusion and Social Protection 
Group (EXSPRO) comparative study found that, 
even after controlling for employment status, edu-
cation, household, citizenship, health, national so-
cial policy or welfare regime-specifi c factors infl u-
enced social exclusion (Begg and Bergmann 2002). 
But another larger study of unemployed youth in 
ten European countries reported no differences 
across the welfare regimes in the relationship be-
tween unemployment and social exclusion (Ham-
mer 2003, 209).  

Local comparisons also take context seriously. Al-
though poverty studies often take spatial context for 
granted as a research site, research increasingly is 
taking neighborhood effects into account in pre-
dicting individual disadvantage of youth (Sampson, 
Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley 2002). Neighbor-
hoods may affect life chances for several reasons. 
Interaction within them gives rise to alternative so-
cial norms and peer effects. Neighborhood effects 
may refl ect spatial distance, impeding access to 
needed resources (for example, Wilson 1996). Too 
much internal interaction may socially isolate resi-
dents and limit information networks. The despair 
in poor, jobless neighborhoods of ethnic and racial 
minorities such as the suburban Parisian quartiers 
d’exil – the neighborhoods of exile, to use Dubet 
and Lapeyronnie’s (1992) metaphor – can produce 

periodic and increasingly violent disorders in the 
French banlieue and American and British inner 
cities.

For example, a German study found local differ-
ences in the status passage from school to work. 
The job placement strategies of young people var-
ied across three neighborhoods: an old downtown 
neighborhood in Munich, a modern housing area 
on the outskirts of Munich, and a semi-rural small 
town seventy miles from Munich. Important inter-
actions between individuals’ characteristics and 
qualifi cations – for example, gender, family back-
ground, level of schooling – and the structure and 
climate of the three neighborhoods generated dis-
tinctive coping patterns, leading, in turn, to more or 
less successful placements in the labor market (Hub-
ner-Funk 1987).  

Local effects such as these might be expected in the 
Middle East. Shantytowns throughout the global 
south crowd the destitute in substandard housing 
where public services and basic hygiene are lacking 
and residents must cooperate to provide them. In 
Cairo, the hara was a basic social and political unit 
and, in many places, still provides a neighborhood-
based spatial identity for youth and their interre-
lated practices (Ismail 2006). As multi-level analytic 
techniques have become available, it should be 
possible for the Middle East Exclusion Project to 
estimate the independent impact of local conditions 
upon the social inclusion of youth.  

There is a debate in the policy literature about what 
to do about local variation in social exclusion. Some 
argue that “aid to people” makes the most sense. 
Escaping areas with high poverty concentration and 
deviant norms by “moving to opportunity” in more 
affl uent suburbs is one possible solution. Socioeco-
nomic integration of neighborhoods may help 
youth stay in school and avoid crime, even if their 
grades do not improve or the benefi ts for parents 
are less apparent (Sanbonmatsu, Kling, Duncan, 
and Brooks-Gunn 2004; Goering and Feins 2003).1 
Others argue that “aid to places” and other inter-
ventions at the community level maintain social 
bonds and relations upon which poor families rely. 

Instead of abandoning poor areas, they should be 
developed, improving infrastructure, water quality, 

IV. YOUTH INCLUSION RESEARCH: LESSONS FROM EUROPE
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and transportation linkages. Community develop-
ment also creates jobs, as the American program 
YouthBuild and the British urban regeneration pro-
grams illustrate. In 2000, the U.S. Department of 
Labor established programs at 36 low-income sites, 
aimed at those aged 16-24 in distressed minority 
areas. These comprehensive neighborhood systems 
of interconnected programs seek to improve school 
attainment, long-term employability, and earnings. 
Programs range from case management, tutoring, 
and college and career exploration to internships 
and training in moderately skilled growth fi elds. 
Parenting, sports, community service, and other ac-
tivities offer an alternative to the street (Edelman, 
Holzer and Offner 2006).

There are also examples of neighborhood programs 
for at-risk youth in the Middle East. For example, 
“pro-social” projects of the Questscope program in 
two low-income neighborhoods of Amman, Jordan 
– one a “ghetto,” the other an “urban village” – 
sought to overcome impediments to youth develop-
ment. These included frustrated aspirations, family 
changes, neighborhood deterioration, truncated 
roles for youth, and ineffective institutions. To ad-
dress these problems, the projects provided con-
structive and supportive outlets for youth volun-
teers, many already school dropouts, to improve 
their local surroundings. Collective participation 
knit social bonds and gave rise to greater self-es-
teem. But evaluation suggests that is crucial to con-
nect local projects to national organizations for 
counseling, training, and other services (Rhodes, 
Mihyar, and Abu El-Rous 2002). Capacity building 
and scaling-up are also recommended for American 
and European community based organizations.

Finally, local and national contexts are embedded in 
larger transnational networks and identities. These 
are most evident in the case of migrant communi-
ties where guest workers, say, in the Gulf, come and 
go. In transnational communities, people orient 
their social action to more than one place at a time. 
Transnationalism is not really new, even if it has 
proliferated with international travel and new tele-
communications. Nationalism can also provide a 
connection among citizens of different countries, as 
the Palestinians and Kurds illustrate. The Middle 
East provides important examples of transnational-

ism. The nation-state is too confi ning for the soli-
darities of pan-Arabism and Islamism.2  Religious 
communities have long transcended the sometimes-
arbitrary borders of nation-states. One reason to 
call attention to the transnational level is that exclu-
sion from global ties can also give rise to other 
forms of disadvantage (Bhalla and LaPeyre 1999; 
Munck. 2005).  The isolation of the Middle East 
from foreign trade of commodities other than oil 
has ramifi cations for other dimensions of social ex-
clusion (Yousef 2004).

MULTIDIMENSIONALITY

There are innumerable bases for social exclusion, 
some of which might appear arbitrary. After all, hu-
man beings make distinctions all the time. Scientists 
believe that categorization or labeling is a necessary 
mental process that simplifi es the endless complex-
ity of the outside world. Learning to separate one-
self from one’s parents is the fi rst developmental 
stage to becoming an individual. Sorting the world 
into friends and strangers gives rise to identities 
that pattern differential interaction. Enduring so-
cial distinctions become culturally ingrained, trans-
mitted across generations. Soon, distinctions be-
tween insiders and outsiders become hard and fast 
social boundaries, policed with formal and informal 
sanctions. Some boundaries appear insurmount-
able, others porous.

Thus, it is reasonable to ask which of the many di-
mensions of social exclusion ought to receive atten-
tion when considering the problems of Middle 
Eastern youth. For example, one survey of Arab 
youth by the Right Start Foundation found that the 
number one concern of a vast majority is unemploy-
ment and that 88 percent of young people believe 
they will not fi nd a job easily (Dunlop 2006, 13). 
This would seem to justify the Youth Exclusion 
Project’s and this paper’s emphasis on this issue.

The EU decided on a limited number of dimen-
sions in line with its emphasis on employment and 
social protection. The EU has developed a number 
of primary and secondary indicators of social exclu-
sion that are broken down by age and gender (At-
kinson et al. 2002). Between 2001 and 2003, Tony 
Atkinson and other experts in the Indicators Sub-
Group of the Social Protection Committee worked 
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on developing common indicators for the National 
Action Plans on social inclusion. They used a 
“shorthand,” or working defi nition of social exclu-
sion, because it is so diffi cult to defi ne, and drew 
upon available data. Although most of the indica-
tors covered material and labor market deprivation 
better than social, political, or cultural dimensions, 
they provided an initial framework for the national 
comparisons in the fi rst two Joint Reports on Social 
Inclusion in 2001 and 2003. Education and health 
measures were added in the second EU Joint Inclu-
sion Report.  

The EU has three levels of social exclusion indica-
tors. Level 1 has a small number of leading or pri-
mary indicators to be reported in all National Ac-
tion Plans. Nine Level 2 secondary indicators 
elaborate these. Level 3 refers to nationally specifi c 
indicators. The revised list of primary indicators 
used in the second 2003 Open Method of Coordi-

nation round appears in Table 3-1. Although this 
offi cial list stresses consumption and production, 
work continues to measure more social and political 
dimensions of exclusion. The 2005 joint report un-
derlined “the need to better capture the multidi-
mensional nature of social exclusion” and “adapting 
to the diversity of challenges in the member 
states.”  

Sociologists have gone beyond material, economic, 
and the human capital dimensions of health and 
education to consider exclusion from social and 
civic participation. For example, David Gordon and 
associates (2000) conducted a new “Poverty and So-
cial Exclusion in Britain” survey for the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation that examined income pov-
erty and material deprivation, exclusion from the 
labor market and from public services, and four as-
pects of exclusion from social relations: socializing, 
social isolation, social support, and civic engage-

At Risk of Poverty (household size- and composition-adjusted disposable income relative to 60 percent 
of nationally equivalent median income with OECD equivalence scales, before and after social trans-
fers) by economic activity, household type, housing tenure.

Income inequality (top 20-percent-to-bottom-20-percent quintile share ratio)

Persistent at-risk-of poverty (share of the population below the poverty line for current year and at 
least two of three preceding years)

Relative median poverty risk gap (ratio of median income of those at risk of poverty and the at risk of 
poverty threshold)

Regional cohesion (coeffi cient of variation of employment rates among territorial regions 

Long-term unemployment rate (share of those 15-64 in active population who were unemployed by 
ILO defi nition for 12 months or more)

Share of children and working age adults living in jobless households 

Early school leavers not in education or training (proportion of those 18-24 with only lower secondary 
education and not in education or training in the prior four weeks)

Life expectancy at birth 

Self-defi ned health status (as bad or very bad) by bottom and top of income distribution

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Table 3-1: EU Common Indicators of Poverty and Social Exclusion Primary Indicators 
(broken down by age and gender)

Source: Commission, Joint Report on Social Inclusion.  Brussels, July 2003, Appendix.
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ment. Other empirical studies have distinguished 
exclusion based on four aspects: production (econo-
my, labor market); consumption (income, non-
monetary assets); citizenship, public services, and 
politics and civic engagement (civic exclusion); and 
social relations, family, and social support (Hills, 
LeGrand and Piachaud 2002). Research with the 
1998 German Welfare Survey developed both ma-
terial distributional measures – labor market unem-
ployment, inadequate standard of living, income 
poverty, no vocational training, poor housing con-
ditions, unsafe, poor neighborhood – and relational, 
participatory measures – no social relationships, po-
litical pessimism and disinterest, anomie and loneli-
ness, depression – plus long-term poor living con-
ditions (Boehnke 2001).  

Social exclusion is usually defi ned as the accumula-
tion of multiple dimensions of disadvantage, and 
therefore correlations among indicators are exam-
ined. The spatial concentration of multiple disad-
vantages exacerbates the problem. Mechanisms of 
exclusion include “cumulative continuity,” which 
results from individual and family values inducing 
people to live in compatible environments, rein-
forcing dispositions. By contrast, “cumulative dis-
advantage” results when, say, problem youth associ-
ate with others like themselves in inner city 
neighborhoods, where they also lack family support 
(Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder and Sameroff 
1999).  

Tsakloglou and Papadopoulos (2002) made opera-
tional social exclusion as “chronic cumulative disad-
vantage,” an index of deprivation in income, living 
conditions, basic needs, and social relations that 
lasts over several years. Similarly, a study in ten Eu-
ropean countries found very little social exclusion 
– defi ned as deprivation on multiple dimensions 
such fi nancial, social, political, well-being and men-
tal health – among youth aged 18-24 as a result of 
unemployment, defi ned as (Hammer 2003). Third, 
the Youth Unemployment and Social Exclusion 
(YUSEDER) project studied the risk of social ex-
clusion among long-term unemployed youth in six 
European countries. Unemployment was consid-
ered a stressor that increased vulnerability but could 
be buffered by protective social mechanisms and 
support, depending on the societal context (Kiesel-

bach 2000). Indeed, quite a few studies based upon 
European survey data found that income distribu-
tion and unemployment are weakly associated with 
sociability and community participation (Gordon et 
al. 2000; Hills et al. 2002; Boehnke 2001) and that 
material deprivation even may be related positively 
to social relations in southern Europe which most 
resembles the Middle Eastern context (Gallie and 
Paugam 2000). The economically deprived may 
have more time and opportunity to engage in social 
and civic activities.

European researchers are examining other dimen-
sions as well, including poor future prospects, fi -
nancial precariousness, multiply-deprived areas in 
depressed regions and large cities, access to the In-
ternet, housing, and homelessness. Some studies 
examine exclusion from public and private services, 
from social support, even from leisure and culture. 
Regional disparities aside from unemployment also 
exist, including exposure to crime and dangerous 
environmental conditions. Events increasing the 
risk of exclusion, such as prior delinquency or a 
prison record, are considered. The duration, accu-
mulation, and spatial concentration of any of these 
“ruptures” also can be measured. The list can go on 
and on, as NGOs and the “social partners” partici-
pate in the statistical process, giving a voice to the 
excluded in devising benchmarks that hold govern-
ments accountable for social inclusion.  

Among other things, the risk of exclusion or the in-
capacity to participate fully in society may be based 
upon personal characteristics. For example, they 
can include health, disability, gender, age, place of 
birth; discrimination against one’s social and cul-
tural background such as family, language, color, 
nationality, religion, sect, level of religiosity; spatial 
inaccessibility that includes living in rural areas, in 
urban slums or lacking transportation; ineligibility 
for resources or opportunities that includes – public 
services, land and other assets, credit, schooling, 
training, jobs; legal obstacles and cultural con-
straints that includes – lack of citizenship, civil 
rights, gender prohibitions, criminal record, or sub-
stance abuse; social isolation; and basic poverty.   

A wide variety of social institutions also can con-
tribute to exclusion. Although the state or public 
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sector is often juxtaposed to the market, the bound-
ary between them is no longer so rigid and hybrid 
institutions also exist. Similarly, the lines separating 
state and market from “civil society” institutions – 
family, religion, NGOs, neighborhood, village, or 
community, and free space for sport, entertainment, 
and culture – is blurry, especially in Middle Eastern 
countries. Social exclusion may originate and mani-
fest itself in any of these institutional spheres. The 
Middle East Youth Exclusion Project is focused 
upon unemployment but might consider all of these 
dimensions and more.

Because social exclusion is multidimensional, poli-
cies to address it need to be comprehensive, multi-
pronged, tailored to individual sets of needs, and 
“joined-up” across agencies. For example, France’s 
“Road to Employment” scheme [TRACE] from 
1997-2002 targeted unskilled school leavers and of-
fered them a holistic approach to employment: 
training, accommodation, health, and work experi-
ence. After fi ve years, an evaluation found seven out 
of ten youth moved into work, but the most quali-
fi ed did best. Similarly, the EU set a target that ev-
ery unemployed youth should be offered a “new 
start” – training, work experience, and the like – be-
fore reaching six months of joblessness. However, 
the policy also attempted to prevent exclusion and 
creaming. In 2005, the European Council adopted 
a European “Pact for Youth,” calling for action in 
multiple areas (European Commission 2005): 

Employment, integration, and social advancement 
– policies to integrate young people into the labor 
market and increase their employment; improving 
apprenticeship opportunities; encouraging em-
ployers and businesses to “display social responsi-
bility” for the vocational integration of youth; en-
couraging young entrepreneurs; and mobilizing 
the public employment services in this goal through 
tailored counseling and job search plans and cen-
tralized services in “one-stop” job centers. 

Education, training, and mobility – knowledge 
imparted to youth should match the needs of the 
economy; special help for school dropouts.

Reconciliation of family and work– although tar-
geted on women, as if young men may not have 
such tensions.

•

•

•

Special help targeted on the most vulnerable 
young people – those without qualifi cation, from 
poor homes or ethnic minority communities, 
migrants and refugees, long-term unemployed 
who are at the greatest risk of social exclusion 
and should receive special help.  

PROCESSES, TRAJECTORIES, MECHANISMS

Social exclusion is a process, not just a condition 
that is the outcome of a process.  Yet it remains un-
clear how the many dimensions of social exclusion 
are interrelated over time. As Table 1-1 illustrates, 
economic and social aspects of exclusion have recip-
rocal effects. Even when disadvantages accumulate, 
a self-reinforcing cycle makes it diffi cult to attribute 
causality to any one factor. Poverty may produce 
unemployment – by way of inadequate schooling, 
for example – and unemployment will produce pov-
erty in the long run – in the absence of family as-
sistance, charity, or the welfare state. Lack of social 
contacts makes it hard to fi nd a job and without a 
job, one’s social life is curtailed. Sometimes, even 
social assistance and youth insertion programs can 
produce exclusion through stigmatization of par-
ticipants. Exclusion dynamics exist at the collective 
– national, urban, neighborhood – as well as the in-
dividual level.

One solution to the dilemma of causal direction is 
to follow individual trajectories through time, 
watching how disadvantages accrue over the life 
course. Robert Castel (1991), for example, eschews 
the term exclusion, preferring the notion of disaf-
fi liation because people may be more or less at-
tached, but it is virtually impossible for human be-
ings to exist totally outside societal infl uences. Serge 
Paugam (1991), another French sociologist, refers 
to a process of social disqualifi cation. These authors 
consider exclusion to sit at the end of a continuum 
with intermediate steps of vulnerability or precari-
ousness.  

Research has identifi ed some patterned interrela-
tions between economic and social dimensions of 
exclusion. Examining child development reveals 
both the negative consequences of a bad childhood 
and the potential for overcoming it. There are spi-
rals of disadvantage in which one problem gives rise 
to another. Youth is an especially critical age when 

•
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one mistake can be paid for repeatedly throughout 
one’s life. For example, a longitudinal study of de-
linquent children through their youths and young 
adulthoods found continuity in deviant behavior. 
Episodes of unemployment or breaking up with a 
partner also were associated with committing a 
crime, demonstrating how important social exclu-
sion can be.  

But there were also discontinuities in which young 
people “turned their lives around.” Individuals can 
overcome their adolescent antisocial behavior, es-
pecially through forming important social bonds or 
having a solid love relationship. Sampson and Laub 
(1993, 13) document that a strong marriage, posi-
tive school experience, military service, moving 
place of residence, and a good steady job can pro-
vide the social stability and support for ex-offenders 
to stop committing crimes. Silverberg et al. (1998) 
found that German apprentices with attachment to 
adults were less likely to approve of or engage in 
delinquency and were also more optimistic regard-
ing their occupational future. 

The interaction of economic and social factors is 
also clear in life course analyses of youth in devel-
oping countries. For example, poor excluded youth 
from three poor urban neighborhoods of Fortaleza 
in northeast Brazil were at considerable risk of 
growing up without their father in a violent, unsafe 
neighborhood and of becoming pregnant or a fa-
ther early in life. This study conceived of poverty 
multidimensionally, with indicators of hunger, early 
pregnancy and fatherhood, violence, crime, drug 

use, low levels of social capital, and low educational 
attainment (Verner and Alda 2004). In the Middle 
East, research into individual youth trajectories is in 
its infancy. However, one longitudinal study of 
young Moroccan men with diplomas found a sort of 
labor market segmentation between a primary and 
secondary sector in terms of fi nding a job. There 
were differences among the long-term unemployed, 
unstably employed, and stably employed. Geo-
graphical mobility for family reasons did little to 
help the unemployed fi nd a job (Bougroum and 
Werquin 1995).

RELATIONALITY AND THE SOCIAL EXCLUSION OF 
GROUPS  

Whereas poverty and inequality refer to distribu-
tions of valued resources, social exclusion refers to a 
social relationship. This means that exclusion in-
volves two parties, excluders and excluded. Unfor-
tunately, much research, especially analyzing mi-
crodata, focuses only on the latter. It is instructive 
to examine other data sources that examine rela-
tions between included and excluded groups. For 
example, unfavorable public attitudes, incidents of 
violence or disorder, segregation of minority groups, 
and harassment of women also are useful indicators 
of exclusion.  

Youth exclusion cannot be studied solely by exam-
ining youth. Adult-youth relations at the individual 
level and intergenerational relations at the collec-
tive level are implicated in exclusion and inclusion 
processes and are meaningful topics of research. 

Whereas poverty and inequality refer to distributions of valued resources, social 

exclusion refers to a social relationship. This means that exclusion involves two 

parties, excluders and excluded. Unfortunately, much research, especially analyzing 

microdata, focuses only on the latter. 
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Exclusionary institutions and laws are likewise im-
portant to consider. Already discussed are the many 
institutional barriers and insider-outsider differ-
ences that impede the social inclusion of youth. The 
insiders benefi t from exclusion. Artifi cial scarcities 
drive up rents. Public sector workers, those in pa-
tronage positions, property owners, and older adults 
in general profi t from keeping youth out. Again, 
context is central to this discussion because imper-
sonal institutions, the law, culture, and demograph-
ic structures pattern relations between groups. To 
complicate matters, there is evidence that the norms 
defi ning youth and adulthood are changing. Never-
theless, it is clear that youth from particular back-
grounds and groups face more disadvantages as a 
result of discrimination and institutional exclusion. 
In this paper, gender will illustrate this point.

CONSEQUENCES OF EXCLUSION

Prolonged material disadvantage and social isola-
tion has many deleterious consequences which, if 
they are not dimensions of exclusion per se, none-
theless often result from the process (See Table 1-
1). Although there are many more, this section dis-
cusses family and psychological outcomes.  

Social inclusion and the transition to adulthood are 
not only about getting a job but also about setting 
up one’s own domicile. Both Europe and the Mid-
dle East recently have experienced a rise in the av-
erage ages of youth leaving home, marriage, and 
fi rst birth (Lloyd 2005). These interrelated trends 
are partly attributable to the same causes, especially 
rising youth unemployment, extended education, 
and increasingly costly housing, and have contrib-
uted to declining fertility. However, there are im-
portant differences in these tendencies across coun-
tries, refl ecting institutional and cultural variation. 
Welfare regimes appear to play a role in demo-
graphic change.

Although nearly all Western European countries 
are no longer replacing their populations through 
natural increase, they diverge in terms of low vs. 
“lowest-low” fertility rates (above vs. below 1.3). 
The southern European countries such as Italy and 
Spain have much lower fertility and later fi rst births 
than the northern European and American ones. 
One reason is that the institutional context of the 

Italian and Spanish welfare states provides less sup-
port for childbirth and childcare than that of France 
or the Nordic countries while labor market rigidi-
ties and traditional family gender roles make it dif-
fi cult for women, whose educational levels are ris-
ing, to combine work and motherhood. 

The “opportunity costs” of childbearing are lower 
in the more fl exible labor markets of the Danish and 
Dutch welfare states (Kohler, Billari, and Ortega 
2002). In southern Europe, strong extended families 
make up for the defi cits of the public sector and 
labor market, but this also encourages postpone-
ment of leaving home and, therefore, marriage and 
fertility. As in the Middle East, the concentration of 
unemployment among the young in southern 
Europe delays the transition to adulthood.  

Indeed, there is a new tendency for adult children 
who have left home – a trend increasing with rising 
higher education – to return to their families of origin 
during their twenties (Berrington and Murphy 
1994). This is partly because universities are not 
always situated near home, making life in dormito-
ries, barracks, and other group quarters an experience 
of “semi-autonomy” intermediate between living 
with parents and maintaining a truly separate 
household (Goldscheider and Davanzo 1986). 
When graduates do not fi nd employment and mar-
ry, they may go home, as in southern Europe or 
France (Galland 1997) or, as in Britain, live alone or 
with unrelated single young adults well into their 
twenties (Heath 1999). 

In general, youth become independent more slowly 
in Portugal, Spain, Greece, and Italy, and earlier in 
Nordic and Anglo countries. France is in the middle 
of the pack with one-quarter of those aged 16-25 
not yet independent in 1996 (Observatoire national 
de la pauvrete et de l’exclusion sociale 2000, 78). 
However, less educated youth, with an unemploy-
ment rate three times that of youth with diplomas 
and who come from large immigrant families, have 
more diffi culty leaving home. Five years after 
leaving school in 1992, 30 percent of these dropouts 
had not become independent in housing, had no 
job, and lived in a “situation of exclusion” (p. 80). 

Whereas parental aid allows more privileged youth 
to live on their own, a small number of excluded 



MIDDLE EAST YOUTH INITIATIVE WORKING PAPER  |  SOCIAL EXCLUSION 29

youth are totally isolated – living alone and having 
no income. A study of the Transition Resources for 
Adult Community Education (TRACE) program 
identifi ed the importance of family in the transition 
to adulthood. Different groups had different trajec-
tories. Youth of the housing projects in inner cities 
lived at home while going through programs and 
some youth became adults early on because of fam-
ily. Indeed, homeless youth often fl ee problems at 
home and rely on illegal or informal sources of in-
come.  

The median age of leaving home is highest in Eu-
rope for men – 26.7 years and 23.6 years for women 
in Italy and lowest in Sweden – 20.2 and 18.6 years, 
respectively (Billari, Philipov, and Baizan 2001, p. 
345). In Eastern Europe, however, early marriage 
does not necessarily give rise to early home leaving; 
many 30-year-olds still live in the parental home. 
National differences in the pattern of leaving home 
refl ect the interplay between the socioeconomic 
situation of youth and the institutional and cultural 
contexts (Billari, Philipov, and Baizan 2001). 

In southern Europe, age of leaving home is strongly 
related to employment and income, but these fac-
tors have little impact in the social democratic wel-
fare states (Assave, Billari, Mazzuco, and Ongaro 
2002). Where state support substitutes for family 
support, youth’s individual resources are less neces-
sary. In contrast, where the welfare state excludes 
young people from housing, health, social security, 
or income subsidies, they fall back on the family 
safety net. In these societies, there may be concern 
about controlling and integrating youth and en-
couraging their socioeconomic independence when 
they do move out on their own (Coleman and War-
ren-Adamson 1992). 

Living at home inhibits adult children from union 
formation and cohabitation, adding a dimension of 
social exclusion, but even here cultural factors give 
rise to variation. As in Muslim countries, Catholic 
countries such as Italy, Spain, and Poland frown on 
cohabitation and exhibit a longstanding “late-leav-
er” pattern, in contrast to northern Europe and 
Britain (Billari, Philipov, and Baizan 2001). Reher 
(1998) argues that the infl uence of Islam in south-
ern Europe is a source of the emphasis on intergen-

erational kinship and prolonged stay of children in 
the parental home, where they also care for the el-
derly. Italian and Spanish women especially do not 
leave home until marriage. Extramarital births and 
divorce are rare. Indeed, parental divorce is a pre-
dictor of leaving home (Juang, Silbereisen, and Wi-
esner 1999). By contrast, cohabitation before mar-
riage is very common in Scandinavia and may even 
take place within the parental home in Eastern Eu-
rope. Nordic countries are the most age-graded 
and, alone or with a partner, youth march in lock-
step into their own households, thanks in part to 
state support.  

In the Middle East, there is now the phenomenon 
of “wait adulthood,” prolonged “engagements” un-
til betrothed couples can afford to marry and move 
into their own homes (Singerman 1995). Delayed 
marriage has reduced fertility in line with the de-
mographic transition thesis. However, it is also giv-
ing rise to a new life course stage with new rules, 
institutions, and identities. In this life stage of lim-
bo, unmarried youth remain fi nancially dependent 
on their parents well into their twenties. Even after 
marriage, the prohibitive cost of housing may re-
quire a couple to move in with in-laws. In Cairo, 
over one-third of newly married couples live in 
complex family households (Singerman 1995, 113). 
But there is some evidence that Arab youth now 
prefer to live in their own homes and delay mar-
riage until they can afford to be wed (Dhillon 
2007).

The age at marriage is rising in much of the world. 
In the United States, the average age of marriage is 
now twenty-fi ve years for women and twenty-seven 
years for men, up by four years in a mere three de-
cades. In Europe, cohabitation has become “nor-
mal,” but not in the Middle East, where, despite the 
practice of ‘urfi , or common law marriage, premari-
tal sex is frowned upon. In the 1990s, 63 percent of 
Middle Eastern men married by their late twenties, 
but today, scarcely 50 percent do, mainly because it 
is unaffordable (Dhillon 2007; Singerman and Ibra-
him 2001). The Middle Eastern countries went 
through a demographic transition, with falling in-
fant mortality and rising female education contrib-
uting to lower fertility. Age at marriage and fertility 
in the Middle East appears to track the economy 
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rather well, with high oil or phosphate prices allow-
ing couples to marry early and have large families 
and, when these markets collapse as in the 1980s, 
the reverse occurs (Courbage 2000). Another ob-
stacle to marriage and leaving home is the underde-
veloped housing market. Middle Eastern govern-
ments might improve documentation of property 
rights and encourage low-cost mortgages to facili-
tate housing transactions (Dhonte, Bhattacharya, 
and Yousef 2000).

Perhaps most studied are the subjective or psycho-
logical outcomes of unemployment. Some of the 
earliest studies of social exclusion examined the 
coping strategies of long-term unemployed indi-
viduals. Dutch and German joblessness gives rise to 
a variety of adaptations, some more positive and op-
timistic than others (Engbersen et al. 1993; Kro-
nauer 1998; Leisering and Leibfried 1999). They 
reveal a variety of adaptations to multiple disadvan-
tage and joblessness, some more positive than 
others.

There is a great deal of evidence that unemployed 
youth, especially in the long run, become depressed, 
anxious, and ill (Hammer 2003; Kieselbach 2000a). 
A two-wave European panel study of “emerging 
adults” following the transition from high school 
found that disruptions in work roles – getting fi red 
or being unemployed – are linked to higher levels of 
depressed mood, heavy episodic drinking, and poor-
er quality of life. In contrast, enrollment in college 
programs and full-time work are associated with 
lower levels of depressed mood and more positive 
quality of life. 

Ongoing responsibilities are important for emerg-
ing adults’ sense of progress toward adulthood 
(Aseltine and Gore 2005). Failure may cause their 
self-esteem to falter and they feel ashamed, causing 
them to withdraw further into social isolation. To 
the extent that shame in turn adds to the rupture of 
social bonds, it may be considered as an important 
social exclusion mechanism, not just a consequence 
of exclusion. But unemployed youth may rational-
ize their failure to achieve. A longitudinal interview 
study of 200 young people leaving secondary school 
in Bremen, a German city with a very depressed 

economy, revealed that they remained optimistic in 
their search for apprenticeships and tended to ac-
cept personal responsibility for improving their 
prospects instead of turning against society or giv-
ing up (Heinz 1987). In sum, reactions to social ex-
clusion and unemployment are mixed.

Such variation is not simply idiosyncratic. In north-
ern European countries, which are more individual-
istic, persistent poverty and long-term unemploy-
ment tend to give rise to social isolation. Families 
break up under the strain of too much dependence. 
Friends can support each other for only so long 
without reciprocity. Joblessness and poverty may 
give rise to homelessness. One’s identity and self-
esteem erodes; one feels like a failure, not “count-
ing” to others. Exclusion thus entails humiliation. 
This pattern is less pronounced in southern Eu-
rope. In fact, the unemployed in Italy, Spain, Portu-
gal, and Greece tend to become more socially ac-
tive. This is largely because family obligations have 
remained intact and high structural unemployment 
rates make this condition less stigmatized (Gallie 
and Paugam 2000).

In the Middle East, too, longer unemployment 
gives rise to psychological, affective, and relation-
ship problems, aside from the material diffi culties it 
caused. The International Labor Offi ce conducted 
a number of “School to Work Surveys” on this 
youth transition to adulthood. Four Middle Eastern 
states were among those surveyed: Egypt, Iran, Syr-
ia, and Jordan. The joint report (Elder and Schmidt 
2006) identifi ed a group of “vulnerable” youth at 
risk of social exclusion. Similarly, in a study of Tuni-
sians looking for work, family and marital problems 
were common. They became poorer, lost confi -
dence, and became fatalistic and submissive. Over 
the long run, the majority saw unemployment as a 
source of disequilibrium, humiliation, and even op-
pression. Where Tunisians attribute unemployment 
to divine will, however, they could fall back on their 
parents, cousins, or friends and their savings to sur-
vive. This was especially true of return rural mi-
grants more than the urban jobless (Bedoui and 
Ridha 1996).
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SOCIAL INSERTION PROGRAMS FOR YOUTH

Most programs to address youth exclusion seek to 
integrate young people fi rst and foremost into the 
labor market. The leading indicator of youth exclu-
sion is “inactivity,” or the percentage of people aged 
16-25 who are not in school, training, or work. 
About 10 percent of youth in Sweden and Britain 
are inactive, that is, not in education or the labor 
market (Ryan 2000). This statistic suggests a high 
degree of social detachment that may have long-
term consequences. While educated youth may rely 
upon their families until they fi nish schooling, 
young people with no skills and disadvantaged 
backgrounds often abruptly face independence. 
The latter group has become the target for many 
special “insertion” programs. But most Middle 
Eastern countries lack such “second chance” train-
ing programs (Kabbani and Korthari 2005) and may 
learn from the experience of the US and Europe in 
designing their own.

The EU’s Social Funds support youth and other 
groups with high unemployment and at risk of so-
cial exclusion – for example, the disabled, ethnic 
minorities, and women. They co-fund socially use-
ful local projects and active labor market programs 
such as YouthStart, Horizon, and Integra to help 
young people qualify for jobs and the EQUAL pro-
gram, a community initiative to combat exclusion, 
discrimination, and inequality in the job market. 
Youth looking for work are a target group. They 
might benefi t from a wide range of active labor 
market interventions, including vocational training 
and apprenticeships, basic literacy and numeracy, 
counseling, community employment, work place-
ment and job search assistance, aids to promote 
geographical and occupational mobility, encourage-
ment to employers to introduce more fl exible pat-
terns of work and recruitment subsidies, care for 
dependents, and specialized advisory services for 
those exposed to exclusion.  

European countries vary considerably in the rate of 
youth unemployment relative to the overall rate, 
partly refl ecting differences in how they prepare 
young people for professional life. There is a big 
difference between Sweden, and especially Germa-
ny, on the one hand, and France, Spain, and Britain 
on the other. The former countries have compro-

mises between the social partners that tie schools 
and employment services to private employers. 
Sweden and Norway even guarantee all citizens un-
der 20-years-old either employment or education, 
an idea that has made its way into European-wide 
Employment Guidelines. Germany long has kept 
its youth unemployment rate closer to the national 
average through its “dual apprenticeship” system, 
one that combines classroom and on-the-job training.

Apprenticeship provides a bridge from school to 
work, from adolescence to adulthood that has no 
counterpart in other countries (Hamilton 1987). It 
is responsible for Germany being the only OECD 
country in which the youth unemployment rate did 
not substantially rise (Blanchfl ower and Freeman 
2000). But during the 1990s, as labor demand 
shrunk overall and youth unemployment rose, Ger-
man employers offered fewer apprenticeships pre-
cisely at a time when they were most needed and 
stopped hiring their successful apprentices. Hiring 
currently has resumed, and German apprentice-
ships have expanded. 

European countries vary in their expenditures on 
active labor market policies to help people cope 
with rapid change, unemployment, and transitions 
to new jobs.  Activation refers to welfare-to-work 
income support programs that require participation 
in economic or socially useful activities. Between 
1997 and 2004, activation policies consumed about 
0.6 percent of total European GDP and ranged 
from 1.6 percent to 0.05 percent of national GDP. 
Denmark is a leader in this respect. Other above-
average spending countries are Belgium, Germany, 
Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Sweden, and Norway. Below-average spending 
countries include Greece, Spain, Portugal, and 
Britain (European Commission 2007). As for active 
labor market programs for youth – public employ-
ment service, training, employment subsidies, and 
other measures – far less is expended. Only in 
France, Britain, and the United States does spend-
ing on youth programs constitute over 15 percent 
of all activation expenditures. Indeed, in France and 
Britain, youth comprise over one-quarter of the 
participants in labor market programs (Ryan 2000). 
These countries are thus more aware than most of 
the potential for youth exclusion.

V. YOUTH INCLUSION POLICY AND PROGRAMS: LESSONS FROM EUROPE
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Britain’s new Labor government strongly was com-
mitted to fi ghting social exclusion, even to the point 
of establishing a dedicated Social Exclusion Unit.3 
In 1998, Britain introduced the New Deal for Young 
People program designed to activate six month un-
employment benefi ts for those 18-24 by helping 
them into jobs and increasing their long-term em-
ployability. Participation is compulsory and failure 
to participate results in benefi t sanctions. It takes a 
“work fi rst” approach in that youth are encouraged 
to accept regular employment immediately. If still 
unemployed after intensive counseling and four 
months of job search, they must participate in one 
of four work experience or training programs. Like 
the 1996 American welfare reform that created 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, the new 
deal reduced the number of benefi t recipients 
(White and Riley 2002). More youth went to work 
than expected from a control group and long-term 
youth unemployment was reduced.  But the pro-
gram has “a revolving door effect” in that youth end 
up unemployed again. There is also evidence of 
creaming: the most disadvantaged youth end up in 
the nonprofi t sector initiatives (Davoine 2005).

France has had a wider range of activation and in-
sertion programs targeted at unskilled and disad-
vantaged youth, but like Britain and Spain kept tin-
kering with them. Frequent policy changes refl ect 
lessons drawn from government evaluations but 
make it diffi cult for both youth and employers to 
plan to take advantage of these programs. Today, 
nearly half of unemployed youth participate in acti-
vation plans, making them an institutionalized stage 
of the life course. 

In 2005, the Borloo “Social Cohesion” Law intro-
duced new youth programs. It required all youth to 
have an occupational project and enlisting local 
agencies to help prepare them for work. But do 
youth insertion programs work? Many complain of 
cycling through program after program, with job 
prospects worsened for the experience. Although 
many youth participate in short-term training plans, 
they rarely fi nd a stable job afterwards.  

In France about 7 percent, or 60,000 young people, 
left school without a diploma or necessary skills in 
2002, relegating them to the bottom of the hiring 

queue and threatening their integration into soci-
ety. The schools often fail these unskilled youth, 
who harbor feelings of injustice and desires for rec-
ognition. In French public schools, where heads-
carves are banned and language problems abound, 
cultural misunderstandings between teachers and 
immigrant youth are commonplace. Despite the 
Education Priority Zones (ZEP) program, spatial 
segregation of minority low-income youth still 
gives rise to social segregation and isolation from 
the mainstream workplace and secure jobs. Indeed, 
French and Spanish youth insertion policy became 
a principal method of circumventing union con-
tracts, deregulating the labor market and increasing 
temporary jobs. Young people are the majority of 
those in short-term employment and nearly half of 
French workers under twenty-fi ve have atypical 
employment contracts. The proliferation of fi xed-
work contracts has been criticized as a source of so-
cial exclusion in that they lead to unemployment 
and may have lasting effects (Schoemann, Rogowski 
and Kruppe 1995).

Most evaluations report that some insertion mea-
sures are more successful than others. In France, 
the contrat d’adaptation and contrat de qualifi cation 
appeared to have positive results but mainly refl ect 
selectivity or “cream-skimming” (DARES 1997; 
Lefresne 2005; CEREQ). The probability of suc-
cess was strongly related to initial education in all 
measures. In 1999, 57 percent of youth recruited in 
qualifi cation contracts had a baccalaureate or bet-
ter. The only effect of the program was to encour-
age employers to hire a younger person rather than 
an experienced one.  

As in the German dual system, measures closest to 
enterprises – contract d’alternance – work best to as-
sure youth a positive professional trajectory, but 
they absorb youth with better preparation (Bel-
leville, Charpail, and Klein 2002-3). Young people 
who did poorly in school reject the constraints, 
strict schedules, and theoretical apprenticeships of 
contrats d’alternance, so they end up in programs – 
for example, contrat emploi solidarite – with few 
chances of getting a subsequent job. In general, the 
less targeted the measure, the more the selectivity, 
creaming, and exclusion of the weakest.  
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A comparative analysis of employment subsidies in 
Germany, Sweden, Britain, and France pessimisti-
cally concluded that all these programs have a rela-
tively weak net impact, even on the microeconomic 
level. Rather, “perverse and wasteful (deadweight, 
substitution) effects appear to dominate” (Gautie et 
al. 1994). Evaluations of recruitment subsidies tar-
geted on the long-term or youth unemployed also 
report sizable displacement effects and deadweight 
losses, even when employment increases (OECD, 
1993). For example, the French Initiative-for-Em-
ployment Contract (CIE) was designed to overcome 
displacement effects by denying aid to employers 
who laid people off during the last six months of the 
program. Unfortunately, by eliminating an earlier 
distinction between long- and “very long-term” un-
employed workers, it also encouraged windfalls and 
creaming.  

By contrast, the more targeted the measure on the 
disadvantaged, the more it stigmatizes participants, 
negatively signals employers, and confi nes weaker 
youth to a life of precarious work or unemploy-
ment. The only winners are weaker youth in selec-
tive measures. Given the potential deadweight and 
displacement effects, closely targeted, short-term, 
on-the-job training programs – usually those aimed 
at hard-to-employ groups that price them into work 
– have the best results and fewer unintended effects, 
but short-term training seems to be of little help 
(Abrahart, Kaur and Tzannatos 2002). 

Targeted tax exemptions, credits, or subsidies for 
fi rms that hire unskilled, low-wage, female, minor-
ity, or long-term unemployed workers can shift or 
redistribute employment toward the more disad-
vantaged, even if they create no new net jobs.  But 
classifying hard-to-employ groups inadvertently 
may increase their diffi culties in fi nding employ-
ment. Targeting tends to establish legal distinctions 
among equal citizens in societies in which social 
rights usually are universal. Recently, American 
programs have prepared youth for release from 
prison into employment, housing, and other aspects 
of life where they meet discrimination and exclu-
sion. Otherwise, they end up homeless, jobless, and 
dependent upon their old acquaintances and crimi-
nal activities.

In some countries, young people rotate among un-
employment, labor market programs, and long pe-
riods of inactivity. In France, 20 percent of school-
leavers in 1986 without a baccalaureate remained 
jobless for the fi rst three and a half years, although 
most participated in at least one transitional labor 
market program (Recotillet and Werquin 1995). 
The labor market programs mean the youth are not 
offi cially counted as “long-term unemployed” but 
they do not manage to enter the primary labor mar-
ket. Perhaps more than any other country, France 
has a wide variety of youth programs to encourage 
the transition to employment. It is not diffi cult to 
understand how delinquency and disorders develop 
in neighborhoods with many of these frustrated youth. 

There is little evidence from the Middle Eastern 
countries on the effectiveness of training programs 
in the region (Kabbani and Kothari 2005, 49). 
Private businesses in the Arab world are beginning 
to establish school-to-work, on-the-job, and entre-
preneurship training and mentorship programs 
(Dunlop 2006). Tunisia has some programs to en-
courage youth employment that were modeled on 
the French. They seek to treat diffi culties of individuals 
looking for their fi rst job, facilitating insertion through 
temporary work experience, and training in enterprises. 

There are three kinds of programs.The largest is 
the Employment-Training Contract – contrat em-
ploi-formation (CEF) – established in 1981. Suppos-
edly 73 percent of those leaving the program have 
an effective insertion  Second, programs of initia-
tion into work life for youth (SIVP 2) was estab-
lished in 1988 and had placement rates of about 60 
percent. Third, youth with advanced diplomas re-
ceived programs of initiation into work life for 
youth – stages d’initiation à la vie professionnelle pour 
les cadres (SIVP 1) – that between 1987 and 1994 
had an overall placement rate of 73 percent. About 
two-thirds of the stages took place in private enter-
prises where placement rates reached 80 percent. 
These stages provide knowledge about the work 
world and facilitate a personal approach to entering 
the labor market in a framework of an occupational 
project (Bedoui and Ridha1996). 

There are examples of successful youth training and 
job experience programs from elsewhere in the 
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global south. “Chile Joven” is a program for disad-
vantaged low-income youth – both school leavers 
and graduates who were long-term unemployed – 
that offers short-term traineeships in job prepara-
tion and basic work skills. The program is intended 
to overcome the lack of a social network and work 
record that causes employers to exclude these youth. 
Private intermediary fi rms engage in competitive 
bidding to train, place, and oversee youth, acting as 
brokers to overcome hiring fi rms’ biases. Evalua-
tions of Chile Joven found job placement and in-
come rose compared with a control group of non-
participating disadvantaged youth. Women also did 
better than men. Finally, Chile Joven costs less than 
long-term programs like the U.S. Job Corps (Mazza 
2004).

YOUTH EMPLOYMENT SERVICES: INFORMATION 
AND JOB SEARCH 

Sometimes all that youth need is information about 
available jobs. Living in isolated areas with high 
joblessness, they are poorly connected to employ-
ment services or networks. Public employment ser-
vices were intended to facilitate matching between 
unemployed youth and employers. European pub-
lic employment services often developed in connec-
tion with unemployment insurance funds, which 
unions sometimes operate. Until recently, unem-
ployed youth had little access to the services because 
they had never worked and were ineligible for un-
employment insurance. During the 1980s, Euro-
pean public employment services were criticized for 
their passive delivery of unemployment benefi ts, 

leaving it up to the worker to fi nd a job. In response 
to the push toward more active labor market poli-
cies and fl exible employment, many European 
countries recently have reformed their public em-
ployment services or promoted private job place-
ment enterprises. For example, the French Agence 
Nationale pour l’Emploi (ANPE) lost its monopoly 
on employment services and the German federal 
Bundesagentur fur Arbeit was opened to competition 
from private sector job placement and temporary 
employment agencies. In Austria and Hungary, the 
public employment services have initiated programs 
targeted at early school leavers and graduates.

Today, the unemployed are assigned a case worker or 
counselor who works with them over the long term 
on a personal action plan so they actively and rapidly 
seek work. “One-stops” – coordinated job search ser-
vices, resume writing, and career guidance all in one 
place – have become a popular tool. Increasingly, pri-
vate sector intermediaries have created a market for 
temporary employment services (Schmid 2001). 
With deregulation, temporary work is beginning to 
take off in Europe. In theory, temporary employees 
have an opportunity to learn on the job and try po-
tential employers while fi rms can screen workers and 
externalize much of their search and other transac-
tion costs to the temp agency. Another important 
new job search tool is the Internet. It helps to over-
come the many geographic and skill mismatches that 
keep unemployment higher than necessary.  

Middle Eastern countries have very few employ-
ment services to assist young people in fi nding a 

Middle Eastern countries have very few employment services to assist young people 

in fi nding a job. Consequently, youth fall back on informal local and family networks 

with restricted opportunities.
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job. Consequently, youth fall back on informal local 
and family networks with restricted opportunities. 
For example, one study examined how women in 
Egypt searched for jobs. It discovered that many 
women simply walked in and inquired about work 
in response to signs in local shop windows.  This 
method was less successful than using personal net-
works and often resulted in low wages (El-Tayeb 
El-Kobali and Hassan Al-Bassusi 2001). The un-
derdeveloped employment services and job search 
assistance in the Middle East suggests one area of 
institutional innovation that should help reduce 
youth unemployment there.  

Some countries provide relocation assistance to 
match the unemployed to suitable jobs. For youth 
in particular, internships or short-term employment 
abroad during or after schooling may relieve long 
stretches of idleness. In Europe, youth have the op-
portunity to work or study in other member states. 
In the Middle East, the Gulf states absorbed some 
foreign labor, although many eventually were sent 
home. Currently, there is much pressure for young 
people to emigrate to Europe where there is stron-
ger labor demand, causing men to set out on treach-
erous sea journeys. Young men continue to enter 
Europe clandestinely despite the discontinuation of 
temporary guest worker programs. International 
cooperation in labor market policies may be in the 
interest of both sending and receiving countries.

GENDER INCLUSION POLICIES AND PROGRAMS

An exclusion framework is especially useful for 
studying the disadvantages of particular social 
groups. In Middle Eastern countries, the exclusion 
of women is the most common illustration. During 
the 1990s period of structural adjustment, poverty 
increased and wages fell in Egypt, Iran, Syria, and 
other Middle Eastern countries, even as the econo-
my and exports grew. This was partly because wom-
en were hired in manufacturing at much lower 
wages than men earned. When school user fees 
were introduced, there was a decline in school en-
rollments and an increase in dropping out among 
girls in Egypt and Morocco (Moghadam 2002, 
246).

Thinking multidimensionally, it becomes clear that 
women’s rights have traditionally been curtailed in 

the region, giving rise to additional forms of exclu-
sion. But there are indications of improvement. In 
Egypt, for example, women can complain of gender 
based discrimination – whether domestic violence 
or sexual harassment at work – to the National 
Women’s Complaints Offi ce, part of the National 
Council for Women. Pro bono lawyers trained by 
the UN Development Fund for Women (UNI-
FEM) in women’s human rights support them. 
Building on the UN Convention to Eliminate All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, UNI-
FEM has pushed to reform discriminatory personal 
status and family laws in the Middle East, helping 
to draft laws that can be compatible with sharia. In 
Egypt, the law now gives women the right to unilat-
eral divorce, to confer citizenship on children of 
third country fathers, and to enforce alimony pay-
ments through the Family Insurance System Fund. 
Women also can develop leadership roles through 
the Egyptian Trade Union Federation (UNIFEM 
Annual Report 2006-07). In Morocco, women even 
have gone on strike over sexual harassment.

Young women’s development may differ from that 
of men. Studies of fertility and reproductive health, 
for example, are just the beginning. It is diffi cult to 
follow the extent to which women are overcoming 
their exclusion since statistics on women are not 
even collected in many Middle Eastern countries. 
Although vital statistics are usually public informa-
tion, literacy and education by sex are available for 
Egypt and Iran but not for Syria and Morocco 
(United Nations 2005). The Millennium Develop-
ment Goal #2 of achieving universal primary educa-
tion for boys and girls and Goal #3 of eliminating 
gender disparity in primary and secondary educa-
tion has produced some important statistics at the 
regional level. 

From 1990 to 2000, the youth literacy rate rose 
from 67 percent to 84 percent and the gender parity 
index in literacy rose 14 percentage points in North 
Africa. Smaller gains were found in western Asia. 
Primary completion rates also have risen in the two 
areas from 1985 to 1994 to 1995-2004. From 1991 
to 2005, the gender parity index4 for primary school 
enrollment has risen in North Africa from .82 to .93 
and in western Asia from .83 to .91, while Europe’s 
index is 1. As for secondary education, the gender 
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parity index, which is again 1 or more in the devel-
oped countries, rose from .79 to .97 in North Africa 
and from .81 to .84 in western Asia. Finally, at the 
tertiary or higher education level, North Africa, es-
pecially Egypt and Algeria, made great progress in 
enrolling more women, with the GPI rising from 
.69 to 1.02 from 1999 to 2005. Western Asia made 
small gains (.82 to .89) (UNESCO 2007).

Female labor force participation, low by interna-
tional standards, varies across the region. Where 
the economy is open and less dependent on oil, 
women are more economically active (Moghadam 
2002, 242). Private employers tend to see women as 
unreliable because of their family responsibilities 
and evade the law that requires crèches and nursing 
breaks by hiring below the statutory 100 women 
(Moghadam 2002, 258).

Another major impediment to women’s employ-
ment is the lack of national policies or fi rm-level 
procedures, except in the public sector, to reconcile 
family and work life, such as child care, maternity 
leave, or fl exible schedules. In recent years, tempo-
rary low-wage employment has increased, but this 
also has contributed to rising poverty. Economic 
need fuels female entry to the labor force and raises 
female unemployment. Female youth labor force 
participation is twenty-nine percentage points low-
er than that of male youth, and female youth unem-
ployment is eight percentage points lower than that 
of male youth. As mentioned, family and personal 
law also make it diffi cult for women to work, re-
quiring male permission to do so. The very high 
unemployment rates among Middle Eastern wom-
en, even those with higher education, shows that 
supply increases are inadequate to fi ght social ex-
clusion; demand-side obstacles persist.

Occupational segregation is a blatant form of social 
exclusion, although Middle Eastern women are un-
derrepresented in nearly all occupation groups. 
They are concentrated in public professional jobs 
because women with higher education are more 
likely to work, gender discrimination in wages is 
low, and the job security and social insurance ben-
efi ts are attractive. Few women are employed in pri-
vate sales and services in the hotel, restaurant, and 
retail trade industries where they may have face-to-

face contact with male customers. In Morocco and 
Tunisia, textile manufacturing has feminized. 
Where women were prohibited from pursuing busi-
nesses in public, as in post-revolution Iran, they of-
ten turned to home-based work, such as hairdressing.

Women in Cairo work in small-scale retailing and 
services, and women-owned businesses have grown 
in Egypt. But female self-employment is limited by 
the absence of bank credit, leaving microcredit one 
of the few sources of capital. One study of Egypt 
suggested that the gender gap in self-employment 
refl ects women’s limited credit and control over 
their earnings in the family and that formal equality 
in the labor market is not enforced in the private 
sector (El-Tayeb El-Kogali and Al-Bassusi 2001). 
Although Middle Eastern women are widely under-
represented in administrative and managerial jobs, 
countries such as Morocco have been more open to 
women’s mobility. Very few women serve in Middle 
Eastern governments. There are a few token wom-
en in appointed offi ces in Iran and Morocco, but 
they are exceptional.  

What can be done to promote the social inclusion 
of women?  Numerous proposals exist: in the pri-
vate sector, tax incentives to hire women and moni-
toring labor law that calls for maternity leave and 
child care; sexual harassment laws, as exist in Mo-
rocco and Egypt; family and personal law reforms 
to allow equal inheritance and free right to contract; 
mainstreamed gender issues in all ministries of the 
government; collection of statistics by gender; gov-
ernment recognition and consultation of women’s 
NGOs; support for women-owned businesses 
through lending, credit and training programs; and 
encouraging information technologies and tele-
commuting. Since fertility declines with women’s 
education, contraceptives should be available to 
married women. Indeed, Egypt has successfully and 
continuously pursued a population control policy 
that bore results (Fargues 1997).

Antidiscrimination laws need to be enforced, but 
sometimes treating women equally as men does not 
result in gender equality. In some instances, positive 
or affi rmative action is called for to include women 
in new fi elds. Child care and other family friendly 
policies can equalize the playing fi eld at work.
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This paper has argued that a social exclusion frame-
work is particularly valuable in guiding and synthe-
sizing research into the multiple problems of youth 
in the Middle East. Because very little is known 
about them, the exclusion framework can easily ac-
commodate exploratory research, quantitative and 
qualitative fi ndings, cross-sectional, longitudinal, 
and comparative institutional analyses, and multi-
disciplinary perspectives. The Middle Eastern 
countries have nationally specifi c conceptions of 
what it means to belong to society and thus may 
have to adapt the notion of social exclusion to par-
ticular contexts. In all societies we can observe mul-
tidimensional processes and institutional mecha-
nisms that rupture and reconnect social relationships 
and groups.  

The theoretical perspective of social exclusion can 
incorporate but improve upon the human capital 
and life course approaches in the literature on Mid-
dle Eastern youth disadvantages. The social exclu-
sion framework encompasses the human capital ap-
proach calling for investments in schooling, health, 
and family, but transcends this largely supply-side 
theory. Social exclusion calls for considering the de-
mand side of the labor market. It considers other 
assets, such as access to credit, that can be invested 
in businesses. It considers institutional impediments 
to the free working of labor markets. It calls for job 
creation strategies.

Life course research has produced important infor-
mation about the timing of some transitions to adult 
roles. However, school leaving, marriage, and fi rst 
birth have been studied more than transitions to 
work, citizenship, or household headship (Lloyd 
2005). Migration is another process that infl uences 
such transitions. A social exclusion approach em-
braces the dynamic perspective of life course re-
search but has a wider view of the dimensions of 
social inclusion, especially the inclusion of social 
groups as well as individuals. The relational nature 
of social exclusion reorients attention from indi-
vidual trajectories, even those that are institution-
ally and nationally structured, to the confl icts and 
cooperation between groups. This paper has indi-
cated a number of ways in which insider-outsider 
problems exacerbate the problems of youth in the 
Middle East.

Cross-sectional household surveys have provided 
the vast bulk of the information currently available 
on Middle Eastern youth (Lloyd 2005). This makes 
it diffi cult to untangle causation, to discover the 
long-term effects of transitions during youth, and 
to examine contextual effects, including those of 
national setting. Future research in an exclusion 
framework should build in a temporal component, 
making it possible to identify sequences, mecha-
nisms, and causal processes. If panel surveys are not 
feasible, life narratives may be instructive For ex-
ample, El-Kogali and Al_Bassusi (2001) supple-
mented their quantitative analyses with in-depth 
interviews with young women, asking them how 
they found their jobs, how they react to sexual ha-
rassment, and the like.

In addition to representative sample surveys, eth-
nography and qualitative methods can reveal im-
portant salient dimensions of youth exclusion. Giv-
en how many youth may have temporary or 
unsuccessful transitions to work and other adult 
roles, research must consider potential feedback ef-
fects or mutually reinforcing causation among vari-
ous dimensions of exclusion. Poverty, depression, 
and poor health usually are seen as outcomes of un-
employment, especially in the long term, but they 
may also induce unemployment, especially if fi nan-
cial constraints or reduced self-esteem impede the 
job search. If possible, cohort panels with prospec-
tive data should be collected. In sum, multidisci-
plinary multimethod panel research designs appear 
to hold the most promise for studies of the multi-
faceted transitions of youth.  

Indeed, individual investments and trajectories are 
only the beginning for understanding the multidi-
mensional process of youth exclusion. First, the 
causal inter-relations among youth transitions can 
give rise to cumulative exclusions and social isola-
tion. To uncover these, research must examine 
long-term trajectories and consider how they are 
embedded in contexts of various levels. Second, 
youth exclusion mechanisms may differ by age – 
gender, and ethnic, racial, caste, tribe, language, 
religion, sect, and other social group. There is not 
much research on the impact of family friendly la-
bor policies such as maternity leave that would 
make it easier for Middle Eastern women to com-

VI. CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR EMPIRICAL RESEARCH
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bine paid work and childrearing. There are even 
fewer studies of minorities in the Middle East. 
Third, since social exclusion is a relationship, more 
attention should be devoted to the causes of exclu-
sion and to individual and institutional excluders. 
For example, discrimination studies are extremely 
rare in the Middle East compared with Europe and 
the United States. Because of their legal implica-
tions, it is unclear whether audit or random assign-
ment procedures can be implemented in this region. 
Finally, if new youth inclusion policies are imple-
mented, it would be wise to include evaluation re-
search that not only measures quantitative and 
qualitative outcomes, but also inputs and other 
costs. Control groups and baseline data are among 
the important considerations, and both short-term 
and long-term results need to be assessed.

To be sure, economic growth may be the best pana-
cea for youth unemployment, provided that it is la-
bor-intensive. Eliminating the bias toward public 
sector work, encouraging the formal private sector 
by reducing regulatory and other barriers to invest-
ment, integrating into global markets, and diversi-
fying from oil and agriculture are just some of the 
macroeconomic reforms that might raise regional 
growth rates (Yousef 2004). There are opportuni-
ties for institutional innovations that will strengthen 
the business climate, promote entrepreneurship, 
improve infrastructure and legal predictability, and 
enhance governance and accountability. Most im-
portantly in this context, there is a need to reform 
the “rigid, exclusionary, and ineffi cient aspects of 
the social contract” so it does not only serve the se-
curity of a minority of workers, but protects the 
vulnerable and redistributes income, in line with 
tradition of Zakat.

Social exclusion, it was argued, is a rupture of so-
cial relationships, and policies to address it aim to 
reunite those bonds. As Durkheim argued, inter-
personal social ties and bonds to the larger society 
promote social interdependence and moral inte-
gration while breaking an individual’s social bonds 
may result in deviance and anomie. Programs to 
fi ght social exclusion are not synonymous with 
policies to reduce unemployment. For youth’s 
transition to adulthood, the bonds of school, army, 
peer group, and family as well as work are impor-

tant age-graded institutions that promote social 
integration.  

Nevertheless, lessons from European youth inclu-
sion policies presented here may help guide the de-
velopment of programs in Middle Eastern countries 
aimed at reducing youth disadvantage. Since exclu-
sion is a multi-dimensional, relational, context-spe-
cifi c process, most European policies promoting 
social inclusion emphasize:

Multipronged comprehensive interventions 
crossing traditional bureaucratic domains and 
tailored to addressing at once the multidimen-
sional problems of excluded individuals and 
groups.

A long-term process of insertion and integration 
moving through transitional stages.

Localized intervention sensitive to national in-
stitutional and cultural contexts.

Participation of the excluded in their own inclu-
sion into economic and social life.

The latter is especially important. We have seen 
that targeted and means-tested programs uninten-
tionally may stigmatize their intended benefi ciaries, 
and youth should have a say in how programs to 
help them are designed, implemented, and evaluat-
ed.

Based upon this review of European policies to pro-
mote the inclusion of youth, several policy implica-
tions follow for the Middle Eastern countries. First, 
as human capital and neoliberal policies advocate, 
basic literacy and high quality education remain im-
portant goals for the region, especially in rural areas 
and among women and disadvantaged groups. As 
for training, European experience shows the bene-
fi ts of expanding the private sector role in training. 
Youth do better when they have an opportunity to 
learn on the job and employers can screen these po-
tential employees.  The schools should not neglect 
specifi c skills needed for later life such as fi nancial 
and business literacy, job search techniques, and 
how to use the Internet. 

Indeed, job creation policies should not be neglect-
ed. One important avenue is to expand aid to youth 
entrepreneurship and formal sector self-employ-

•

•

•

•
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ment, preferably in partnership with the corporate 
and banking sectors. Barriers to credit, especially of 
women, should be dismantled, and training in busi-
ness planning, marketing, and accounting exten-
sively offered. Developing credit markets and fi -
nancial literacy means more than small business 
loans. Middle Eastern countries need more access 
to consumer loans – for example, for marriage cer-
emonies – and mortgages. There are excellent op-
portunities in the private housing market to accom-
plish many goals at once. Low-interest credit can 
release pent up demand for household formation, 
construction is labor-intensive and thus a source of 
new jobs that also allows for skill development and 
urban renewal. Rental housing often pays for itself 
over time, encouraging entrepreneurship.

Third, matching policies need development. Mid-
dle Eastern countries have an opportunity to estab-
lish or expand public or private employment and 
job search services. This is related to improving ac-
cess to the Internet, which can be used for job 
searches. The Internet also can open global busi-
ness opportunities to make up for the loss of remit-
tances from abroad. Policies to reconcile work and 

family responsibilities should be universalized in 
such a way that no sector is favored. Potential ave-
nues for this are the tax system or family allowances 
that support the family while allowing caregivers to 
work. Indeed, child and elder care are important la-
bor-intensive sectors that could also absorb young 
workers.  

Finally, fi ghting social exclusion is more than a mat-
ter of the labor market.  Although youth unemploy-
ment is the main focus of the Middle East exclusion 
project, there are other important dimensions that 
need to be addressed. The Middle Eastern coun-
tries need to offer youth a diverse range of positive 
outlets for their energy and aspirations that go be-
yond work and marriage. Religious and military ac-
tivities are not the only ones that can occupy young 
people constructively. As discussed, there are myri-
ad community based projects in the arts, new tech-
nologies, infrastructure, sports, environment, and 
the like that keep young people out of trouble and 
benefi t them and their neighbors. Including the 
younger generation in the effort to improve its own 
societies may prove the most valuable development 
strategy there is. 
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1. Five-year random assignment evaluations 
report that MTO families offered housing 
vouchers lived in safer, lower-poverty neighbor-
hoods than the control group not offered 
vouchers and enjoyed signifi cant mental health 
benefi ts. But there were no signifi cant overall 
effects on adult employment, earnings, or 
public assistance receipt. Similarly, improve-
ments in test scores and school environments 
were minimal. 

2. One anecdote refers to two dozen young male 
Moroccan volunteers for al-Qaeda in Iraq who 
“were well-educated–many took classes at local 
community colleges–but struggled to make 
ends meet.” Craig Whitlock, “Terrorist Net-
works Lure Young Men from Morocco.” Wall 
Street Journal (21 February 2007): 9.

3. Initially, the Social Exclusion Unit was in Prime 
Minister Blair’s Offi ce. It later moved to the 
deputy prime minister’s offi ce and, since 2006, 
is situated in the Department of Work and 
Pensions.

4. The gender parity index is the ratio of female to 
male gross enrollment rates by level of educa-
tion.
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ABOUT THE MIDDLE EAST YOUTH INITIATIVE

Our Mission

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

Creating Alliances for Maximum Progress

The Middle East Youth Initiative’s objective is to 
accelerate the international community’s ability to 
better understand and respond to the changing 
needs of young people in the Middle East. By creat-
ing an international alliance of academics, policy-
makers, 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 Develop-
ment at the Brookings Institution in partnership 
with the Dubai School of Government.

Connecting Ideas with Action

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

Research and Policy: Pathways to Inclusion

With this initiative, cutting-edge research advances 
the understanding of economic and social issues af-
fecting 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 ad-
dition to addressing needs of older youth, the initia-
tive will also focus on strategies for promoting de-
velopment 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 rec-
ommendations that promote inclusion.

Advocacy and Networking: Creating Vital Connec-
tions

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 offi cials, representatives from the pri-
vate 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 devel-
opment in the Middle East. 

Practical Action: Life-Changing Impact

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 initia-
tive will help develop policies and program inter-
ventions which provide youth with skills, expand 
opportunities for employment and facilitate access 
to credit, housing and civic participation.

•

•

•
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ABOUT THE WOLFENSOHN CENTER FOR 
DEVELOPMENT

The Wolfensohn Center for Development at the 
Brookings Institution was founded in July 2006 by 
James D. Wolfensohn, former president of the 
World Bank and member of the Brookings Board of 
Trustees.

The Wolfensohn Center for Development analyzes 
how resources, knowledge and implementation ca-
pabilities can be combined toward broad-based 
economic and social change in a four-tier world.

The following principles guide the center’s work:

A focus on impact, scaling-up and sustainabil-
ity of development interventions

Bridging the gap between development theory 
and practice to bring about action

Giving voice to developing countries, with high-
level policy engagement and

broad networking

A rigorous, independent research approach 
that draws from multiple disciplines

Working in partnership with others

•

•

•

•

•

•

ABOUT THE DUBAI SCHOOL OF GOVERNMENT

The Dubai School of Government is a research and 
teaching institution focusing on public policy in the 
Arab world. Established in 2004 under the patron-
age of HH Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Mak-
toum, Vice President and Prime Minister of the 
United Arab Emirates and Ruler of Dubai, the 
school aims to promote good governance by en-
hancing the region’s capacity for effective public 
policy.

Toward this goal, the Dubai School of Government 
collaborates with international institutions such as 
Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of 
Government and the Lee Kuan Yew School of Pub-
lic Policy in its research and training programs. In 
addition, the school organizes policy forums and 
international conferences to facilitate the exchange 
of ideas and promote critical debate on public poli-
cy in the Arab world.

The school is committed to the creation of knowl-
edge, the dissemination of best practice and the 
training of policy makers in the Arab world. To 
achieve this mission, the school is developing strong 
capabilities to support research and teaching pro-
grams including:

Applied research in public policy and management  

Masters degrees in public policy and public 
administration

Executive education for senior officials and 
executives

Knowledge forums for scholars and policy makers
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•

•

•



Dubai School of Government
Convention Tower, Level 13
P.O. Box 72229
Dubai, United Arab Emirates
Tel: 9714-329-3290
info@dsg.ae       www.dsg.ae

Wolfensohn Center for Development
1775 Massachusetts Ave, NW
Washington, DC 20036
Tel: 202-797-6000
wolfensohncenter@brookings.edu
www.brookings.edu/wolfensohncenter

M I D D L E  E A S T  Y O U T H  I N I T I A T I V E    Visit us at: http://www.shababinclusion.org


