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Full social integration for young people that allows them to transition to autonomous lives 
and achieve basic targets of independence are key to their wellbeing and are also essential 
conditions for the sustainability of societies, with consequences for all in the long term. 
And key to their integration as independent adults and a sense of belonging to society as 
a whole are employment, availability of jobs and the characteristics of such employment.

The financial and economic crisis that began in 2008 seriously held back expectations 
for prosperity for people in general, and for young people in particular, and brought with 
it great social and collective costs and risks. After a number of years of recovery after 
that crisis, the situation created by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is once again a 
source of worry for many young people. The intense and fast deterioration of their posi-
tion in the labour market and its effects in the medium and long term raise the risk that 
social imbalance will be aggravated. Today’s young people, and particular those who are 
somewhat older, have lived through two devastating crises, practically one after another, 
which have dampened their hopes and their real options for achieving a full transition to 
an independent adult life.

However, the problems faced by young people are not just an effect of these crises, 
which have undoubtedly aggravated them, but have been seen over several decades and 
have slowed down the calendar for leaving home. All this indicates that there are more 
structural causes for the position of young people in the labour market and, consequently, 
for their real possibilities of gaining access to lasting basic commodities.

It is precisely these basic trends that have taken root, as have the structural causes of 
the hurdles faced by many young people in their transition towards adult life. These should 
be the subject of a set of economic, educational, labour and social policies targeting young 
people over the next few years.

In the current context, priority should be given to reinforcing economic, educational, 
labour and social policies that address young people. Such policies should aim to prevent 
the negative effects that are destroying economic prospects for the short and medium 
term from having yet again a profound effect on the young, especially considering that 
the effects on them of the great recession have not yet been allayed; it spoilt their future 
and their possibilities of moving satisfactorily into adulthood and achieving full and fair 
social integration.
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It is therefore important to adopt a broad overview of the many factors that lead to short-
comings and threats for young people, while not forgetting that today they have strengths 
and opportunities especially in the sphere of education and the labour market that should 
be enhanced.

Demographic characteristics and attitudes of young people in Spain
Patterns among the Spanish population are not very different from those in neighbouring 
countries. In fact, they are similar to socio-demographic trends in most of the European 
Union countries. The decrease in the size of the young population, a corollary to the age-
ing process, is one of the most important aspects of this pattern and it is in Spain that the 
decline in the young population is taking place fastest.

This segment of population (from ages 15 to 29) today represents 15 per cent of the 
Spanish population, with a total of 7,145,673 people, indicating a decrease in both size (of 
almost 2 million) and weight over total population (seven percentage points) since 2002. 
Since 2010, young people in Europe have lost one and a half points in demographic rep-
resentation, but Spanish young people have lost twice that, from 18 to15 per cent.

Spain’s demographic complexity can be seen in, among 
other aspects, the unequal territorial distribution of young 
people, with marked differences among the different autono-
mous communities but also, and above all, between the rural 
and urban environments. The communities in the south of Spain’s mainland and in the 
island regions have higher than average proportions of young people, whereas almost all 
those in the north have lower ratios.

This heterogeneity is very visible in rural and urban environments, with a clear imbal-
ance between the large cities and rural areas. Only 12 per cent of young people live in the 
latter, a lower proportion than in the EU as a whole (23 per cent). So almost 90 per cent 
of young people live in large urban hubs and intermediate areas.

These differences can be explained in part by the lack of educational opportunities at 
post-compulsory levels and by fewer opportunities for entering the local labour market 
under good working conditions and/or in line with young people’s skill levels and train-
ing. But another reason is the lack of public services and poorer provision of infrastruc-
ture, such as broadband, in small towns. The lack of public investment in areas with low 
population makes them less attractive as places to live for young people, multiplying the 
impact of under-population.

This circumstance makes it advisable to revitalise rural environments along the lines 
suggested in ESC report 1/2018, The rural environment and its social and territorial struc-
ture, including a greater effort in public investment in infrastructure, among other areas. In 
education and training, diagnoses should be drawn up on local training needs, district centres 
should be promoted to serve rural young people, offering career and occupational guidance 

Uneven territorial 
distribution
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and facilitating potential employment and development. It would also be necessary to adapt 
the educational and training measures laid down in the Young People’s Guarantee Plan to 
the reality of rural areas.

The weight of non-Spanish nationals among the 
young population has been very closely linked to the 
economic cycle, with a great increase during the pe-
riod of expansion and a not inconsiderable decrease 
during the latest crisis. In 2019, 14 per cent of the pop-
ulation aged 15 to 29 were not of Spanish nationality, while in 2009 the figure was 18 
per cent.

The declaration of the state of alarm and the closing of frontiers in the EU in March 
2020 led to a drastic reduction in the number of foreigners coming into Spain. However, 
the information from the European Asylum Seekers Office (EASO) reveals an increase 
in asylum-seekers. In the context of the negative trend in the pandemic in many of their 
countries of origin, this may point to a rise in entries which, in the medium term, would 
increase the weight of foreigners among the young population.

It therefore seems necessary to strengthen measures to integrate this group which in itself 
is heterogeneous. Even when foreigners form part of the structure of Spanish society, they face 
extra difficulties in acquiring the elements they need for full development of an independent 
life, from every angle of social life. From the point of view of training, it would be appropriate 
to strengthen the perspective of diverse origins in policies dealing with inequality in various 
areas of social reality, in order to take advantage of the potential of second generations and 
avoid educational gaps. Regarding employment, active policies should help resolve excessive 
concentration in certain unskilled occupations, improving employability. 

The possibility for young people to set up their own homes, a 
milestone in the transition towards adulthood, largely depends 
on their relationship with the labour market. The average age 
at which young people leave home in Spain (29.5) is later than 
in the EU as a whole, where it is 26. In Spain it has been delayed by more than one year 
over the last decade and, in the current context of crisis caused by the pandemic, it can 
be expected to be delayed even further, or at least to remain as it is. 

Similarly, the constant increase in the age at which young people have their first child, 
which is currently at age 31, is reflected in the lower fertility rate of young people, whose 
rate of reproduction means they have increasingly lower weight in Spain’s birth rate. 
Moreover, if the crisis triggered by the pandemic continues, it may also have effects on 
the birth rate over coming years because of the worse position for young people in the 
labour market.

Non-Spanish nationals 
as an integral part of the 

young population
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The financial and economic crisis that began in 2008, with 
serious consequences for employment, had a negative ef-
fect on the position of young people in the labour market 
in Spain. This in turn has affected their perceptions and 
attitudes with regard to aspects of the economy, their own work and even the role of the 
authorities and other agents. Many of these effects are lasting and have been visible during 
the years of recovery, leaving their mark in the subjectivity of the most affected cohorts.

The health crisis that began in March 2020 will probably reinforce the attitudes that 
arose during the previous period of economic decline and may lead the most pessimistic 
of them to become entrenched. So, depending on how the reality brought by the pandemic 
is perceived and on the duration of the economic and employment crisis, attitudes will 
become more or less negative.

During youth, the main sources of wellbeing are con-
trol over one’s own life and autonomy in decision-making. 
Therefore, worse conditions for these lead to less optimis-
tic perceptions of reality. It therefore comes as no surprise 
that work and the economic situation are the elements that cause the greatest dissat-
isfaction with their lives among young people in Spain, with unemployment being the 
greatest concern.

Confidence in the future, the possibility of achieving goals and making plans, and the 
economic situation have all, according to young people themselves, been seriously affect-
ed. This means that during the previous crisis this left its imprint on the social segment of 
young people in Spain. So much so that most young people consider that they have been 
affected worse than any other sector by that crisis. And it is no surprise that they are in 
favour of far-reaching changes in society, with a majority of them calling for profound, 
radical reforms, irrespective of their social, economic and ideological positions.

It may be that the perception of employment as a scarce commodity has led to its being 
considered an end in itself for young people, thus dissipating its instrumental nature as 
a means for achieving other goals that depend on the income 
obtained from it. But this does not mean that this dimension 
of their lives does not retain its basic elements in the mindset 
of young people. In fact, data from the Spanish Sociological Research Centre (Centro de 
Investigaciones Sociológicas, CIS) point to earnings having greater importance, because 
half the under-25s would be prepared to work longer hours to earn more, a preference 
that disappears in other age groups.

Among these elements is a concern about security, which seems to be of prime impor-
tance: 97 per cent of the population considers “job security” to be very important, and this 
is a common concern among all age groups, including the youngest.

The same can be said for other elements such as pay, promotion opportunities, or 
interesting content, which are particularly relevant throughout society. There are, how-
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ever, some relevant elements such as flexible working hours that seem to be less impor-
tant when young people consider a possible job. This can probably be explained by their 
taking second place in an environment in which, as we have already seen, employment is 
considered a scarce commodity.

Most young people (85 per cent) are in favour of the public authorities adopting an 
active approach in reducing social inequality, which they see as unfair. This very high 
demand for institutional intervention is strikingly dif-
ferent from that in some neighbouring countries, such 
as France (63 per cent) or the United Kingdom (66 per 
cent), and can perhaps be partly explained by increasing 
detachment from institutions in Spain in a context in 
which the government is considered by young people to have the main role in managing 
the crisis. And this is perhaps why they hold the government responsible for creating 
jobs for all.

Education and training
In Spain there is still a high degree of polarisation in 
the levels of education of young people, to the extent 
that even though the proportion of young people with 
high-level qualifications is slightly higher than the EU 
average, that of young people with a low level of educa-
tion is still very high. This concentration at the two ex-
tremes reflects the limited comparable weight of the population with intermediate levels 
of training plus the high rate of early school leavers (ESL), which was 17.2 per cent in 2019.

Moreover, in Spain young people have lower levels of basic skills, irrespective of the 
educational level reached. Nor are prospects for progress good because their level of skills 
when they complete their compulsory education is very similar. These low levels of skills 
during compulsory education continue into post-compulsory levels, in both secondary 
education (Bachillerato and vocational training) and at university. 

It is considered necessary to continue to analyse the factors behind these problems, and 
greater efforts and a greater consensus are needed to improve the quality of the educational 
system and of lifelong learning.

The main challenges for Spain are to increase the level of qualification of its less well-
trained young people and to raise their skills at every level of education, while also re-
ducing the high rates of ESL.

The role of educational administrations to reduce ESL and promote post-compulsory 
education is important. On the one hand, all those who have obtained their secondary school 
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qualification (Educación Secundaria Obligatoria, ESO) should be encouraged to continue 
studying. On the other, all those who did not obtain this qualification should receive guidance 
on the Basic Vocational Training schemes, because trends in enrolment show that this alter-
native is not very attractive. Where such measures fail, it would be necessary to develop an 
education policy that is both more accessible and more efficient to facilitate returning to the 
education system for all young people who decided at one time to leave it, especially those 
with lower levels of education.

In addition, an increase in the rate of participation in lifelong learning (LL) for young 
adults might help to overcome some of the problems associated with early leavers, and 
with low levels of education and skills.

Some key tools for promoting participation in lifelong learning through the education 
system are distance learning, modular programmes, credit-based qualifications, flexible 
pathways and improved evaluation and recognition of prior learning, both formal and in-
formal. To encourage greater participation in LL, adult education including training for 
employment should be more flexible and should be available outside the formal education 
system or in formats compatible with working hours.

In Spain, initial vocational education and training (VET) 
faces several challenges, both quantitative and qualitative, 
which are closely related. The former include the lower pro-
portion of people in Spain, in comparison with the European 
average, who choose and complete such training, in spite 
of the improvement seen in recent years, as well as lower 
numbers of women following such courses.

Social recognition of VET has improved, but among other factors there is still a pro-
pensity to associate it with low-performing students and with fewer socio-economic 
opportunities.

It is important to raise the number of people who obtain their VET qualifications so the 
choice of such training should be encouraged and a greater proportion of students should 
complete them, with such vocational learning being strengthened to make it more efficient, 
better-quality and adapted to the production environment. 

To achieve this, it is also necessary to improve performance in educational stages prior to VET, 
so that new entrants in it are in a better position to be able to successfully complete such studies.

Amongst other measures, it is also advisable to adopt a global quality approach that 
includes clear performance markers, and to strengthen cooperation among the various Ad-
ministration bodies that have educational, employment and social competencies in order to 
provide support to students and their families, VET centres and firms.

The current 
challenges faced by 
vocational training 

require reactivation 
of pending reforms



	 YOUTH AND THE LABOUR MARKET IN SPAIN	 9

CONSEJO ECONÓMICO Y SOCIAL ESPAÑA

For guidance on training paths to be more efficient in leading young people to opt for VET, it 
should place greater emphasis on the socio-cultural factors that influence individuals’ deci-
sions, acknowledging the role played by parents in the vocational and professional advice that 
young people receive. Also, guidance systems should include psychological and educational 
advice and occupational information.

A second challenge lies in the persistence of a significant concentration of students 
in certain professional areas, which leads to a lack of alignment with the needs of the 
production system.

This concentration of demand in certain professional areas has decreased but still is not 
always in line with job opportunities on offer. The fact that students are less inclined to sign 
up for STEM courses stems from previous educational levels, because problems relating to 
low levels of competence in mathematics and science in compulsory schooling continue into 
post-compulsory levels and, therefore, into their choice of vocational and university studies.

It is therefore necessary to investigate and act more effectively in prior educational levels 
on the causes of the lack of attractiveness of certain studies and on the factors that help repro-
duce segregation and segmentation by gender in STEM courses, as well as in other disciplines.

It must not be forgotten that, in spite of the relevance of the latest measures to modernise 
and improve Vocational Training, the situation in the Spanish parliament over recent years 
has led to a standstill in certain essential reforms which would make such options more 
attractive. These reforms should go ahead.

The importance and acceptance of Dual Vocational Training in Spain has, however, 
not prevented both the education and production systems 
from considering that the current legal framework does 
not provide properly for the monitoring and control of the 
adoption and development of dual VET, the assessment of 
training pathways or the methods and tools for assessing learning processes.

It is therefore necessary to set up a standardised framework of reference for the imple-
mentation in firms and educational centres of high-quality dual VET projects, based on 
criteria of functionality, efficiency and effectiveness.

The structure of the business fabric in Spain, with a predominance of small and micro 
enterprises, is often considered one of the main obstacles to better functioning, yet in 
other countries with a similar fabric this system functions better.

Among other measures, financial support should be provided based on mechanisms for 
sharing costs among employers, apprentices and the public authorities. Action by “interme-

Promotion of dual 
vocational training



	 YOUTH AND THE LABOUR MARKET IN SPAIN	 10

CONSEJO ECONÓMICO Y SOCIAL ESPAÑA

diate structures” (such as employers’ organisations) and other institutions could contrib-
ute to this aim, as they do in countries in which this type of training is better established. 
Non-financial support measures are also needed to help SMEs in procedures for adopting 
this system, such as the collaboration offered by the Alliance for dual vocational training.

In 2018, the rate of tertiary education attainment was slightly higher than the average 
of the EU-28 but was still far from reaching the national target of the European Strategy 
for Training and Education 2020. Graduate stu-
dents have been decreasing since the 2012-2013 
academic year, in parallel with the reduction in 
the population with the typical age of students in 
this stage, although this might also be influenced 
by other factors such as over-qualification, the poor 
net financial profitability of such studies and changing conditions for obtaining and re-
taining grants. 

More efficient action would be required by educational and employment Administrations 
in this respect to change this downward trend in numbers of students. It is also necessary to 
improve the academic performance of university students at all levels, in view of the differ-
ences between enrolment and graduation, and other indicators. Such improvements should 
aim to achieve the target of attainment in tertiary education laid down in the Education and 
Training Strategy 2020, while also improving the efficiency of public university expenditure. 

The low variability over time in distribution of students by field of study points to a 
high level of concentration and segmentation by gender, thus preventing achievement of 
the target of increasing the proportion of graduates in STEM courses, which in Spain is 
slightly below the EU average. In addition, the availability of university places by field 
of study is not being used dynamically or even, in some cases, correctly because it seems 
to be unrelated to the top-priority sectors defined by the Ministry of the Economy up to 
2027, or to demand from the labour market.

As already stated, it is important to act in prior stages of the education system which, by 
influencing the subsequent choice of the field of university studies, determine such concen-
tration and segmentation.

The shortcomings that persist in university-lev-
el education lie not only in the quality and perti-
nence of the knowledge and professional skills 
acquired in the various areas of study and univer-
sities, but also in cross-cutting skills which are a 
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key element in university education in view of their importance for employability. The 
reform of the Spanish University System to adapt to the European Higher Education Area 
led to the formal admission of the importance of cross-cutting skills which, however, have 
not been evaluated systematically for the system as a whole.

The public Administrations are trying to promote cooperation between universities 
and firms in order to improve professional skills and to make university graduates more 
employable but, although such collaboration is improving, it is still insufficient.

Academic and business circles consider that certain challenges in collaboration still need 
to be resolved. Some of these, which are shared by the ESC, were recently pointed out by the 
European Commission in the Education and Training Monitor for 2019 for Spain.

At non-university, post-compulsory levels, grants aim not only to guarantee equal 
opportunities for access but also to break down the link between early school leavers 
and low-income levels, to make up for the opportunity 
cost of continuing to study and even to stimulate aca-
demic performance. However, the average amounts for 
grants in all studies at what are considered non-univer-
sity, post-compulsory levels have remained the same since 2011-2012. Moreover, there is 
a large territorial difference in the rates of coverage and the amounts of grants.

Since 2013, when the grants and scholarship system was reformed, the State School 
Council has been making recommendations with the aim of mitigating some of the effects 
of this important change, as explained in the main body of this Report.

In addition, although the impact of university grants for improving equal opportu-
nities has been fairly great, there are certain factors that reduce their influence, such as 
the insufficient amounts and the lack of a review or updating of income thresholds. Such 
limitations, together with a serious lack of information and guidance on university grants 
may have a negative effect on the continuation of university studies by students in a more 
vulnerable financial position.

The economic effects on families of the pandemic, together with the anomalous cir-
cumstances of the second part of the 2019-2020 academic year, will probably also affect 
the numbers of applicants for scholarships and study grants.

It is hoped that agreements resulting from the Observatory on scholarships, study grants 
and academic performance will help to mitigate some of the shortcomings that exist. The 
annual royal decree for the year 2020-2021 establishing income thresholds and the amount 
of the various components of scholarships and study grants (Royal Decree 688/2020, dated 
21 July) has come together with an increase in funding and a partial reform of the current 
scholarship system in line with some of the proposed reforms and with the exceptional ac-
ademic, social and economic situation caused by the pandemic. Some of the reinforcement 

Improve the grants and 
scholarship system
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measures approved may therefore be a step in the right direction. However, a more stable and 
structural reform of scholarships and study aids, based on a consensus among the whole ed-
ucation community, should not be delayed, especially bearing in mind the serious economic, 
social and academic consequences of COVID-19 for many families.

Added to the more structural problems already described are the effects of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic and the measures adopted to contain it. When all schools were closed in 
the first half of the month of March, keeping class-
es going and guaranteeing their quality amounted 
to a huge challenge for educational institutions, 
students and families, who had to change in just 
three months from face-to-face teaching to on-line, 
distance learning. This disruption cast light on the many needs for quality and equity in 
education that existed prior to the pandemic as well as other new needs for improving 
educational results and skills for all students.

However, the pandemic has also enhanced social recognition of the value of education 
and research, pinpointed the importance of overcoming social inequalities in education, 
speeded up digitisation and shown the relevance of collaboration between educational 
institutions and families.

The ministerial departments and education authorities in the autonomous communi-
ties have, though with poor coordination or standardisation, adopted many measures of 
an exceptional and temporary nature to try to adapt both university and non-university 
teaching to this new scenario, attending to the needs of both students and their families.

The start and continuation of the coming academic year will amount to a new challenge 
for the education system as a whole, which also has to prepare for the safe re-opening of 
education institutions, strengthen programmes for remedial classes and compensation for 
educational inequality, reduce the curriculum, promote the acquisition of cross-cutting and 
digital skills among students and teachers, increase the autonomy of schools and make a 
greater effort to provide the latter with the physical, human and organisational resources 
they need to make the new school year a success.

However, in spite of the measures and precautions adopted and the efforts made by the 
whole education community to facilitate the change from classroom teaching to distance 
learning, the lockdown for children and young people and the change in learning and 
teaching methods have probably had a direct impact on students’ academic performance, 
even though such effects will only be seen clearly during the coming school year.

It is essential to assess the impact of this situation on educational performance and young 
people’s skills in order to correct any deficiencies and educational inequity resulting from this 
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overnight, radical change in teaching, creating the conditions for re-opening schools safely 
and establishing measures to improve distance learning as there may well be a trend during 
the coming year to adopt a bimodal education system.

Participation in the labour market
Unemployment is the main problem for young people 
in Spain’s labour market. Rates in 2019 were close to 25 
per cent for under-30s, as opposed to 14 per cent for all 
under 65s. Although the gap closed somewhat during 
growth periods, rates have always been substantially 
higher for young people, which points to the existence 
of specific and structural problems in the employment situation for this age group.

From the start, the crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic led to a sharp rise 
in unemployment for young people. Although the figures are still very partial, and it is 
difficult to predict the possible mid-term effect of a global crisis that has no clear end, 
the initial impact for young people has been great, with more negative effects than for 
the working population as a whole. During the second quarter of 2020, the rate of un-
employment for young people according to the Survey on the Working Population had 
grown by 5.2 points over the previous year and was once again above 30 per cent, while 
the rate for all ages had grown by 1.3 points and was at 15.3 per cent. This is because 
COVID-19 led to a rapid drop in employment for young people, associated with the fact 
that many young people have temporary, short-term contracts and with sectoral and 
occupational distribution concentrated in activities that have been seriously hit by the 
pandemic.

Job creation, based on sustainable economic growth and a sound productive base, is the 
essential starting point for dealing with unemployment, and it is on this that post-pandemic 
recovery efforts should focus. However, apart from measures adopted in the short term to 
alleviate the immediate impact of the COVID-19 crisis, reconstruction measures should 
take into account its serious effect on the employment situation of young people and should 
correctly identify the factors underlying the higher rates of unemployment for young people 
which, in the case of Spain, is of a structural nature.

Analysis of youth unemployment points to two 
main characteristics which are also closely related to 
the importance of educational level as the main factor 
for greater or lesser employability: on the one hand, low 
participation in the labour market, especially among the younger groups and, on the other, 
the presence of relatively long periods of unemployment indicating that it is difficult not 
only to gain access to employment but also to hold onto it. 
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Participation in the labour market for young people measured in terms of activity rates is 
low in Spain, in comparison with the EU-28 and with data for over-30s. In the long term 
it is decreasing but with the focus on people aged 16-24 rather than those aged 25-29.

This is because, firstly (almost 86 per cent of those who declare they are not working 
among under-30s), they are studying. Therefore, two questions must be asked: why do 
the younger group not study while also working, as they do in several European countries 
with better data on employment for young people; and in the older group, what is the 
meaning of that exclusive way of extending their studies unless it is also a way of trying 
to overcome the difficulties of finding employment. 

But low participation in the labour market also stems from the presence of a not incon-
siderable group of young people (6 per cent of all people aged 16-29) who neither study 
nor work and are not actively searching for employment.

These two situations signal a distance from the labour market that compounds the 
actual problem of unemployment for young people. And, although the figures are small 
(about 20,000 people in 2019), these situations include the so-called “discouraged” young 
people, that is, those who would like to find a job immediately (for which reason they are 
called “potential workers”) but are not actively job searching because they believe they 
would not find anything. This discouragement, which is mainly present at lower edu-
cational levels and has probably been generated by longish periods of unproductive job 
searching, reflects exclusion from the labour market which may, in many cases, become 
chronic and lead to social exclusion.

If we look at the 2019 figures for NEET, that is, for young people not in education, 
employment or training, which are behind the design of youth employment policies 
throughout the European Union,  we see that in Spain, in comparison with European 
averages, the problem to date was not that they were outside the labour market but that 
unemployment was higher. But if a situation of very high, or even massive, unemployment 
continues after COVID-19, it may be necessary to deal with greater problems, not only of 
lower employability and fewer job opportunities for young people but also, and above all, 
worse social integration during the transition to adulthood when work is key. 

During the most recent process of recovery since the crisis of 2008 and until the start of the 
pandemic, the downward trend in youth unemployment was slowing down, and had almost 
stopped. In addition to the possible effect of a lower rate 
of economic growth on job creation, this stop in the de-
crease in unemployment reflected two circumstances. On 
the one hand, the gradual rise in activity as a consequence 
of the increasing flow of labour immigration and, on the 
other, the increase in temporary work which, as we shall see below, is related to a high rate of 
turnover between employment and unemployment. The inclusion of new job-seekers arising 
from both of these circumstances raises the frictional unemployment that comes from the 
time that necessarily has to be spent between starting to search and actually obtaining a job.

Unemployment and 
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This fact tallies with the trend in duration of unemployment. In 2019, periods of less than 
a year rose, as did figures for unemployed young people with work experience which had 
been rising since 2015. Most of them were aged 20-24, but the rate was also high among 
the youngest group. This infers not only difficulties in acquiring a job (which is what 
unemployment by job-seeking time shows) but also difficulties for keeping a job.

So, it is not only necessary to restore the rate of job creation but also to review the effi-
ciency of pathways towards employment and the capacity of improvement mechanisms in 
labour market supply and demand in order to avoid yet another negative effect of excessive 
temporary employment, that of youth unemployment becoming structurally higher.

Trends in youth employment between 2014 and 2019, after the serious crisis before 
then, returned to a generalised growth path, although 
there were important differences, both quantitative and 
qualitative, among the different under-30 age groups 
and, in general, with slightly better results for males. 
But a new key factor arose in participation in the labour 
market for young people in Spain, that of nationality, 
with greater relative weight in the working population for people of immigrant origin 
among the under-30s, especially, among the youngest group.

The youngest group has a very low rate of employment, combined with a low level of com-
pleted studies, to the extent that those who had completed primary or Compulsory Secondary 
Education (ESO) amounted to 55 per cent of the working population aged 16-19 in 2019; if we 
remember that in this group there is very limited presence in the labour market of work done 
simultaneously with education or training, we can deduce that such low-skilled employment 
is for those who have dropped out of the education system. This signals specificities and prob-
lems of real integration that should be analysed and carefully dealt with.

These employment data are influenced by immigrant origin, for which there is a larger 
presence than for Spanish nationals in the labour market, as well as better results in terms 
of unemployment, in that same age group. In 2019, one quarter of people aged 16-19 were 
of immigrant origin (foreign or dual nationality), and their rate of unemployment was con-
siderably lower. In the other groups, the advantage was for people of Spanish nationality.

This indicates that among the youngest group, the presence of Spanish nationality in 
the labour market is limited, but that those that are working come more from situations of 
school failure and are more often early school leavers than those with foreign nationality. 
This explains their worse position in employment and unemployment.

This situation should be studied in depth as it points to specificities and problems for the 
youngest Spanish nationals to find jobs, which should be carefully dealt with in order to avoid 
undesired, long-term social consequences. 
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The relation between educational level achieved and position in 
the labour market is clear for all age groups, including young peo-
ple. Low-level qualifications (up to ESO) systematically lead to a 
much lower rate of employment than higher (university) ones. 
This has become clearer after the crisis that began in 2008 and after the subsequent years 
of recovery. The same is true of unemployment rates, which are about twice as large for 
lower levels of studies than for higher ones. Where it is most evident is where young 
people do not have even the compulsory secondary qualification, but there is also a con-
siderable difference between intermediate and higher levels. The difference between the 
results for the 20-24 and 25-29 age groups points to the length of the job-finding process 
for young people. In addition, when broken down by gender, the data show that only in 
higher education are unemployment rates similar for men and women, with a noticeable 
disadvantage for women at other levels. 

It should be stressed that secondary studies with general content show a slight ad-
vantage, at least in unemployment rates, over studies with vocational content at the same 
level. This is a very relevant point, to be studied together with the type of specialisation 
by occupational areas in such studies, the importance of which as an explanatory factor 
may stem from the large gender differences in them in unemployment rates. It is among 
women, at least at present, that unemployment is highest at vocational secondary level 
than at general level; in men, this is not found. The gender biases that are still present in 
the choice of vocational studies are still leading to worse results in female youth unem-
ployment for people with this type of training. 

The distribution of youth employment by sectors of activity and by type of occupa-
tion, which in many cases are closely related, has seen significant changes in the last 15 
years. These have stemmed from the 2008 crisis and, 
above all, have been in line with far-reaching transfor-
mations in the production system which, in turn, have 
been the consequence of factors such as digitisation 
(and, in general, fast technical change), demographic 
and social changes (which create new needs and new 
demands), gradual inclusion in global value chains of 
key activities in developed economies and the need to adapt processes and products to 
the requirements of the fight against climate change.

Generally speaking, youth employment shows, as does employment for all ages, a grad-
ual tertiarization, with a high presence of the services sector and with a similar weight 
for the main branches of activity that dominate production in Spain.

However, if considered from a different angle, the weight of young people in employ-
ment has dropped in almost all activities, both because of the decrease of this group in 
the population in general and because of their lower participation in the labour market. 
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Also, because of the differential impact of the crisis on employment for young people, 
especially in manufacturing and construction.

In construction, the decrease associated with the 2008 crisis which lasted until almost 
2017 and the low level of job creation during those years are the reasons for this lower 
weight of young people. But in manufacturing, in which by 2019 there had been a signif-
icant period of about 5 years of job creation, there are also other factors relating to the 
lower presence of women in the sector and their concentration in traditional, less skilled 
jobs than the men. Technical change and digitisation in the sector may have concentrated 
job creation in occupations with greater requirements for general skills of a technical na-
ture (associated with the application of digital technologies) and specific, new vocational 
skills which reduced positions in basic occupations, which is precisely where women had 
previously been in the majority.

More in general, the above is observed in the analy-
sis of occupations, where the polarisation generated by 
the great transformations just mentioned led to a very 
different gender profile in 2019, with women, especially 
those of immigrant origin, being in a worse relative position.  

Among young men, until 2019, the trend converged with that of other age groups, with 
more balanced distribution between the main categories (although specific skills associat-
ed with production sectors are being replaced by more general qualifications of a technical 
nature, both higher-level or vocational, or of a supporting nature). In young women, there 
was also convergence with other age groups. This is not altogether positive because it in-
fers a polarised structure, with three areas: high-skilled, which now has a larger share of 
the total and is very much centred on health care and education; occupations in services 
dominated by hospitality and commerce; and unskilled work, where the weight is lower 
than for older women. The area with the greatest weight in total female employment in 
2019 was those intermediate occupations, associated with women of immigrant origin, 
above all in hospitality but also, among Spanish young women, with a phenomenon tied 
to their training profile, namely over-qualification. 

The lower weight of industry in youth employment, most marked among women, and 
the polarisation of occupations point to the need to increase their presence in education and 
training areas related to industrial activities, from STEM professions in the most highly 
skilled categories to industry occupations in vocational training.

Moreover, the initial effects of COVID-19 on the decrease in employment, which have been 
especially pronounced in activities in which female employment, especially for young women, 
carries the greatest weight, reinforce the importance of this idea for increasing the position of 
young women in less vulnerable jobs. It is therefore necessary to promote greater diversification 
and to open up to technical-professional content in training pathways, especially for young 
women, in line with some of the proposals made in the section on education and training. 
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The majority of employed young people are wage-earn-
ers. Their weight (93 per cent in 2019) was slightly 
higher than the figure for all age groups (84 per cent 
also in 2019) and was greater for women and for the 
lower age groups. The differences are not large but 
clearly young self-employed workers hold a smaller weight, which has been decreasing 
slightly in the medium term. This led above all to a steep downward trend between 2008 
and 2013, and to stagnation from then and up to 2019 for young self-employed workers 
signed up to the Special Regime for Self-Employed Workers (Régimen Especial de Traba-
jadores Autónomos, RETA), with a relatively low rate of new young people signing up for 
this regime. Self-employed work seems not to have been an alternative in the crisis when 
so much wage-earning work was being destroyed, and an increase in new forms of work 
for young people was not perceptible in affiliation of self-employed workers, although in 
theory this should have been the case.

Specific studies should be carried out to determine where there actually is a lack of cover-
age in the affiliation of young people in some of these new forms of work and, if appropriate, to 
draw up more efficient solutions, in accordance with what is stated below regarding working 
conditions and social protection in new jobs in the field of digital platforms.

Within self-employed work, although just a small part of it, is entrepreneurial activity 
by young people. This is of special interest for job creation and, above all, for entrepre-
neurial dynamism, because it is related to innovative initiatives that are often associated 
with technology. International data indicate that in recent years there has been a certain 
increase in the case of young people in Spain, above the figures for ten years ago and with 
results above those for all ages together. In fact, the figures are similar to those of some 
of the large EU countries, although they are quite far below the best European figures.

To ensure that progress continues, greater efforts should be made in the fields of edu-
cation and training to integrate entrepreneurship in the basic skills that the system should 
provide. In addition, participation by young people, especially women, in entrepreneurship 
should be promoted, strengthening and developing measures to meet the goals of the Plan for 
Implementation of the Youth Guarantee, as well as the Emergency Plan for youth employ-
ment: guidance and backing, financial incentives, training in administration, dissemination 
and promotion of an entrepreneurial culture, and “second opportunity” programmes for 
entrepreneurs.

One of the most prominent features of youth em-
ployment is the high frequency of temporary jobs.  
There was a marked decline in this situation during 
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the crisis of 2008 in the wake of the destruction of employment that took place at that 
time, and a fast subsequent recovery, which was even greater during the years of greatest 
job creation for young people up to 2019 and which may have enlarged the considerable 
gender gap, with a higher rate of temporary work for women. That year, the rate of tem-
porary employment for young people aged under 30 was 55 per cent; when broken down 
by 5-year age groups, it was 87 per cent for ages 16-19, 67 per cent for ages 20-24 and 47 
per cent for ages 25-29.

This is behind the greater initial impact for young people mentioned above of the 
COVID-19 crisis which initially affected temporary employment. But this consequence 
of reduced temporary employment means that the conclusions for 2019 will be greatly 
affected by the new situation. It will be necessary to wait for several months to see firmer 
trends because in the short term they are vary greatly with, for example, in July 2020, 
a spike in the numbers of young people affiliated to the general regime with temporary 
contracts.

However, the data until then pointed to a level of temporary employment for young 
people that was lower than its record peak in 1995. If the three five-yearly age groups are 
considered separately, both the 20-24 and 25-29 groups reached a situation that was better 
than then, but the rate for the 16-19 group was still equally high. And it is probably espe-
cially relevant that this comparison over the long term shows that almost all the decrease 
that had accumulated between 1997 and 2007 has been lost (partly, probably, the effect of 
the promotion of open-ended contracts, especially through conversions).

This indicates that in the long-term measures to promote open-ended contracts have 
been relatively inefficient even though the results for 2018 and 2019 are more positive in 
this respect. This perhaps suggests that a period of sustained job creation might be nec-
essary to appreciate the adoption, in comparable moments of the economic cycle, of such 
measures and policies designed to cut back excessive temporary employment. Moreover, 
a longitudinal reading of rates of temporary work for these young groups indicates that, 
in spite of its great frequency and the fact that this is a structural problem associated 
with a high degree of involuntary temporality (72 per cent in the most recent data, which 
is lower than during the crisis years after 2008 but still high and above EU figures), as 
a phenomenon it is not more persistent now than thirty years ago, so such policies are 
having a certain effect in the long term.

In part, the high figures for youth unemployment 
stem from the process of joining the labour market 
and during progress (or at least movement) in their 
careers. In fact, the labour market for young people, 
everywhere, always shows greater mobility than the 
market for adults between the basic positions (occu-
pation, unemployment and inactivity), because of moments marked by access to and sub-
sequent activity within the market, and in the best cases between jobs. In other words, 
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there is greater mobility because new groups of young people are entering their working 
life, either in employment or as unemployed workers, and are beginning or leaving work 
because of the greater combination of work and training episodes.

But in the case of Spain a very relevant role is also played by the high level of tempo-
rary employment and the short duration of jobs accumulated one after another by young 
people. This is seen in the large proportion of very short contracts of less than a week 
that are signed every year in these age groups and in the weight of young people in total 
short-duration contracts.

Very short contracts lead to greater fluctuation between employment and unem-
ployment or inactivity, after each episode with a short-term contract. This is especially 
true at times of change in the economic cycle, when the adjustment of employment 
involves greater fluctuations in the short term, precisely because of their temporary 
nature. It might, therefore, be considered that unemployment is systematically higher 
in young people because of the high levels of temporary employment in Spain over 
recent decades.

In round figures, in 2019, 5 million short-term contracts were recorded for a total of 
1.4 million young wage-earners with temporary contracts. 31 per cent of them were for 
one week or less. At the other extreme, open-ended contracts were less frequent among 
young people, although it is striking that the greatest weight of such contracts was in the 
25-29 age group, in which open-ended contracts were even above the figure for all ages 
together, because of the conversion effect. This underlines two key, but very different, 
considerations: one is the greater turnover among young people already mentioned; the 
other is the importance of the move from temporary to open-ended contracts through 
conversions.

It might be appropriate, as in the first years after the Inter-confederation Agreement for 
Job Stability of 1997, to consider two stages for recovery after COVID-19. In the first, greater 
incentives would be given to the conversion of temporary contracts for young people, subject 
to sectoral agreements or actually in collective negotiation, to achieve greater initial stability 
for young wage-earners than in 2019. In the second, requirements for access to funding or to 
resources from the post-pandemic reconstruction fund might be adjusted, to promote more 
stable initial hiring.  

Since the 2008 crisis, the trend in part-time work for young people and in total em-
ployment has been an upward one, although the rise has slowed down in the most recent 
years. This trend has increased the weight of part-
time work in young people (26 per cent), to a level 
more than twice as high as in the growth period 
before the 2008 crisis, and well above the level for 
all ages together. The data for part-time work in young people are now close to the Eu-
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ropean Union averages, and it should be stressed that for young women, especially in the 
under-25 age group, the part-time proportion is higher in Spain.

This circumstance is important because the degree of involuntary part-time work in 
youth employment is almost double in the case of Spain, and is even greater for all ages, 
while in the EU-28, though high, young people have a better figure than all ages together. 
Although the rate fell during the years of recovery, the majority (58 per cent) is involuntary 
for young people in Spain, while in the EU-28 it is slightly over one quarter of the total. 
The data for several European countries, some of which have the highest rates of youth 
employment, are even more divergent, with the majority of part-time work being volun-
tary. It is true that these same comparative differences are found for the total working 
population at any age, but it must be remembered that, on the one hand, it is precisely 
young people who carry most weight in part-time work and, on the other, this type of 
work, if the option existed, would allow for more flexible types of work during the years 
when young people are entering the labour market.

Transitions from education to employment
Given the importance of access to the labour market for a person’s subsequent career, the 
different positions achieved by young people during the start of their working lives reflect 
one of the most important times in the transition towards adulthood. The duration and 
quality of the education they receive, the skills they acquire and their families’ and their 
own personal motivations have an important impact on the transition from education to 
work. In a globalised, uncertain and changing world, also relevant are the characteristics 
and conditions of the labour market they are entering, the socio-economic context, insti-
tutional policies and economic resources used to achieve success in this process.

COVID-19, at least in the short term, can be expected to have serious consequences 
for the initial entry into the labour market for young graduates, especially regarding the 
time needed to find work, although it is still too early to determine what will happen in 
the medium and long term.

Over recent years, the transition between education and work in Spain has become 
longer and increasingly unpredictable, because young people change jobs more frequently 
and take longer to find their place in the labour market, 
either out of choice or because it is unavoidable.  Gen-
erally speaking, finding work is more difficult for wom-
en than for men, and the higher the educational level 
of individuals the easier it is for them to find work. Other personal characteristics, such 
as foreign nationality or the parents’ labour situation, especially unemployment or low-
skilled work, may also be significant when searching for a job.

There is no single transition between school and work, with several itineraries or 
initial pathways being identifiable. These are closely linked to training options and the 
individual’s success in these, job opportunities existing in the economic and territorial 
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context, decisions taken in the family regarding the opportunity cost of different training 
courses, whether or not schooling is continued, subjective perceptions and expectations 
of studies, among other factors.

The impact of globalisation, digitisation, robotisation and even population ageing are 
leading to changes in the demand for work, which in turn lead to a great risk of misalign-
ment between the qualifications required by em-
ployers and those obtained by young people through 
formal education. Moreover, the speed of change is 
transforming the business fabric, which will there-
fore demand new professional skills and even new 
professions. Such changes mean that young people have to face changes in the transition 
from education to work, and perhaps losing some of the “traditional” pathways.

In view of these challenges and their socio-economic and employment consequences, 
young people have to be equipped with higher levels of basic skills, but also both professional 
and cross-cutting skills. In this context, language skills and technological or digital skills 
become especially relevant.

Some of these skills are included formally in curricula in the education system, but no 
assessment is available on the degree to which they are actually acquired. They are impor-
tant for employability, so acquiring them should be reinforced through vocational training.

It is also necessary to rapidly adapt the pathways of official training to occupational re-
quirements in order to strengthen the employability of young people and provide them with 
the tools that will enable them to take up new occupations that do not exist today.

Although the impact of the double recession over the period 2008 to 2012 on employ-
ment in Spain must be taken with caution, employment rates in 2018 for newly-qualified 
young people in Spain were especially low at all ed-
ucational levels in comparison with the EU-28, es-
pecially among those with higher-level studies, but 
also among those with vocational training. These 
lower rates of employment, particularly for more 
skilled young people, point to serious under-utili-
sation of human capital. This has effects in both the short and long term, and influences 
future professional careers, because of both the depreciation of qualifications acquired in 
the educational system and the lower acquisition of professional and cross-cutting skills 
that are learnt on the job. 

Situations of unemployment at the start of a working 
life are costly, as when young people do not have the op-
portunity to apply their skills relatively soon after grad-
uation, such skills run the risk of being lost or becoming 
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obsolete, reducing short and medium-term employability. Moreover, this may hinder the 
worker’s productivity throughout their working life and make it difficult to recover costs. 
Unemployment after graduation has consequences not only for future careers but when a 
young person goes through long periods in this situation, they become discouraged, less 
employable and more likely to be unemployed in the future. This seriously reduces their 
opportunities throughout their working lives.  

The economic crisis that began in 2008 had a particularly great impact on youth unem-
ployment in Spain, and this spread to all levels. During the period of recovery, this unem-
ployment decreased more among graduates with intermediate and higher-level studies, 
but today the rate of unemployment among new graduates at these stages is still high.

Moreover, the duration of unemployment for young people who neither study nor are 
actively searching for work is higher than the EU average. And once young Spaniards have 
left their educational institutions, they need more time to find a stable job, with a large 
proportion of them (20 per cent) still not finding such employment after four or five years.

The degree to which a worker’s skills and educational level tally with those required 
by their job is fundamental and on them depend optimisation of investment in human 
capital, labour productivity, pay and job satisfaction. The 
characteristics of the production structure and business 
fabric are very relevant in this respect because they de-
termine the type of jobs, but so are educational structure 
and training options for young people. In Spain in 2018, 
the proportion of young people working in an area different from their studies was 33.7 
per cent  

In addition to strictly educational problems of horizontal and vertical misalignment, 
there are others linked to insufficient skills actually acquired by graduates. These are 
perceived on both sides of the process of integration in the labour market, by employers 
and job applicants.

In Spain there has been no analysis of the degree to which basic skills are acquired at 
every educational level, nor of either the alignment or use at work of certain professional 
skills (such as languages or ICT) or of the cross-cutting skills acquired by young people and 
to what extent they are used at different educational levels. Such analyses are important in 
transitions because shortcomings need to be identified and resolved in order to better align 
skills to the needs of the production fabric.

In spite of the lack of specific analyses, on the employer side it is widely perceived 
that the knowledge, skills and attitudes that they demand are not in line with those pro-
vided by education and training. Moreover, firms are very concerned about the change in 
profiles that the digital revolution makes necessary for university and vocational training 
graduates, and about the need for them to have cross-cutting skills related to more col-
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laborative working methods, as well as certain personal attitudes such as adaptability, 
resilience, engagement and a capacity to work in uncertain environments. The acquisition 
of certain skills and personal attitudes that are valued by the production system does not 
correspond exclusively to formal education as many of them can be acquired at work. 
Lack of experience is an important factor and has a negative effect in the case of Spain 
because of the time needed for young people to find work and shortcomings in the field 
of internships and on-the-job training.

There is plenty of room for improvement in policies for vocational training with regard to 
skills, also in cooperation between academic and business spheres. It would also be necessary 
to develop a nationwide guidance strategy at this level, unifying information on educational 
and training needs and improving the use of data on needs for occupational and cross-cutting 
skills in the drafting of policies.

Information on the entry into the labour mar-
ket of young people with vocational training qual-
ifications indicates that there is misalignment be-
tween the occupational areas chosen by students 
and the needs of production, which is particularly 
significant considering the qualifications obtained. 
A shortage of qualifications or specialisations in official VET has been detected (such as 
industrial activities, facilities and maintenance, and logistics) and this needs to be cor-
rected.

Young people with VET qualifications may be overqualified or face a horizontal im-
balance, but since the data are limited, it is not possible to perform a proper analysis. This 
situation of insufficient information should be resolved as such an analysis would make it 
possible to ascertain the degree of misalignment and adopt measures to correct it. It would 
also indicate the individual, economic and social costs of such horizontal and vertical mis-
alignment.

It is necessary to develop and give priority to training actions in certain areas in order to 
anticipate the future needs of the production model and in, for example, business internation-
alisation, entrepreneurship, innovation, technological development of production processes, 
digitisation, energy efficiency, environmental management, sustainable mobility, regulated 
professions and activities, industry-related activities and logistics activities.

In Spain there are structural problems that make 
it difficult for university graduates to find jobs, with 
rates of unemployment and over-qualification that are 
above those of the EU-28. Over-qualification is relat-

Misalignment between 
vocational training 

qualifications and the needs 
of the production fabric

The transition for 
university graduates and 

over-qualification



	 YOUTH AND THE LABOUR MARKET IN SPAIN	 25

CONSEJO ECONÓMICO Y SOCIAL ESPAÑA

ed to many factors, including the functioning and results of the educational system, the 
labour market, the productive structure of an economy and economic situations. But the 
problem of over-qualification in Spain also seems to be related to a lack of actual skills 
in graduates, to the extent that the percentages of over-qualified persons vary greatly 
depending on their level of performance in basic skills. Over-qualification entails high 
individual, social and economic costs. 

The data provided by the relevant ministries allow for observation of the transition 
from education to work for Spanish university graduates, that is, during the four years 
after they obtain their qualifications and in two different economic periods (2009-10 and 
2013-14). They show that, in general, the rate of affiliation of Spanish graduates increases 
over the years after completion of their studies for both cohorts. This information makes 
it possible to identify educational misalignment for those who wish to work but cannot, 
and to observe the risk of over-qualification in the early stages of their working careers. 
Being unemployed for a few years after becoming qualified (4 years after completion of 
studies) is not particularly worrying if it is a matter of (voluntary) inactivity rather than 
(involuntary) unemployment. But persistent over-qualification (4 years after completion 
of studies) leads to obsolescence of knowledge and skills and may make it difficult to 
obtain a job in line with such studies. 

The type of training chosen by university students clearly affects their subsequent 
entry into the labour force, as in both cohorts differences in entry and in alignment with 
qualifications are noted, but entry depends not only on training but also on factors in the 
environment and the economic situation. The quality of training received, the design of 
training pathways and the organisation of universities also affect students’ entry into the 
labour force. In addition, aspects related to individuals’ personal training (foreign stays, 
work placements or language or ICT skills) also have positive effects on the job-finding 
process.

In general, by branch of study, students who complet-
ed their courses in 2013-2014 found initial and final jobs 
(4 years after qualification) more or to a similar degree 
than those who completed their courses in 2009-10.

Those who completed studies in Arts and Humani-
ties and in Science in 2013-14 showed the lowest rate of 
affiliation every year, with those from Health Sciences, 
Engineering and Architecture showing the highest. The 
distribution of people by branch of study, has not only 
remained constant over recent years but does not correspond to the fields of study with 
the best rate of entry into the labour market. Just above half of those who qualified in 
2013-14 were from the branch of Social and Legal Sciences, about 22 per cent from En-
gineering and Architecture, 12 per cent from Health Sciences, 6.7 and 8.4 per cent from 
Arts and Humanities and 5 per cent from Science. The rate of affiliation of women who 
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completed their qualifications in 2013-14 exceeded that of men over the four years, with 
the exception of the branch of Engineering and Architecture, the only one in which wom-
en were the minority.

For both cohorts, the proportion of graduates who had a job in line with their qualifi-
cation was higher, in both the first and the fourth year, in the branches of Health Sciences 
and Engineering and Architecture, and lower in those of Social and Legal Sciences, and 
Arts and Humanities. In all fields of knowledge, fewer women work as graduates in both 
the first and fourth year after graduation, with the exception of the field of Health Scienc-
es. However, the data given in both reports do not indicate whether or not the graduates 
work in their field of study.

This heterogeneity in job-finding and over-qualification by areas of study is seen to 
be similar in the analysis of graduates’ areas of study, which as a category that is more 
similar to qualifications.

Working conditions and social protection
The results of national surveys on working conditions 
show certain age differences which, in some aspects, 
reflect conditions that are less favourable for young peo-
ple. The latter have a greater perception of job insecu-
rity, more short or short-term working hours which are 
largely involuntary, greater relative frequency of changes in working-hour organisation 
with little advance notice and work during non-standard hours, as well as higher rates for 
certain risks associated with speed of work and with the emotional requirements of the 
job. Some characteristics of their work, such as high rates of temporary work as analysed 
above, lead to working conditions that are less favourable in certain of the above-men-
tioned aspects. However, young workers present more positive indicators in some as-
pects, such as personal conditions for health and wellbeing, while in others there are no 
significant differences by age.

There is room for improvement in health and safety conditions for young workers, not 
only in the degree of information they possess on risks at work, but also because they still 
show a higher rate of accidents at work in spite of the drop that can be seen in historic 
records. Differences can be observed by age and gender sub-groups, with higher rates for 
younger persons (aged 16-24), especially younger males. This circumstance is associated 
with a different occupational sector structure between the groups.

It would be desirable for actions within the framework of the Spanish Strategy for Health 
and Safety at Work 2015-2020, which identifies young people among groups that require spe-
cific analysis and measures, more specifically the reports forming part of the Plan of Action 
2019-2020, to consider in greater depth possible links between the increase in temporary 
work and worker turnover and comparatively higher accident rates.
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During the period 2008-2013, that is, the years of the 
previous financial and economic crisis, the average 
earnings of young workers decreased but did not re-
cover in the years after the double recession, unlike 
those of all ages taken together. In 2017, the average 
annual wage for young people was 11.4 per cent less 
than ten years before in the 20-24 age group, and 5.7 per 
cent less in the 25-29 age group, with growth in the gap between them and older workers. 
Figures were even worse for young female workers, and gender gaps thus became more 
marked and lasted longer.

Various markers, including a growing trend towards low-earning young people, point 
to an unfavourable panorama from the point of view of wages for young people in Spain. 
Their position on the wage scale has gradually worsened, and the years of recovery did not 
bring a substantial improvement. At the end of the previous crisis period, young people 
tended to be concentrated in the lower deciles of the scale, which correspond to lower 
earnings, and their proportion decreased at higher wage levels.

All this shows that the impact of the financial and economic crisis of 2008-2013 
was greater for young people’s wages and that these are taking longer to recover. This 
context helps explain the relatively large proportion of workers aged under 30 who are 
at risk of poverty. During those years and the first years of the recovery, young people 
in Spain saw that proportion increase, by 10.1 points, more than doubling its size over 
eight years until it reached 19.2 per cent in 2017 as opposed to an average for the EU-28 
of 8.8 per cent.

From a generational point of view, some studies indicate that there was a gradual 
worsening in wages for young people in successive age cohorts. These sources place 
the turning point at the financial and economic crisis, showing how, before it, each 
new generation on average achieved annual earnings that were higher than those of 
the previous generation. They stress the effect of unemployment and the high rate of 
temporary employment which still exists for today’s groups of young people. In both 
cases, these lead to a loss of experience and skills or at least make it more difficult to 
acquire them.

These poor wage prospects for young people may well be aggravated by the new COV-
ID-19 crisis, which threatens to push down their wage levels even further in parallel with 
their lower position in the labour market.

Therefore, if prior to this new crisis, it was clearly necessary to strengthen economic, 
educational and labour policies for young people in Spain, with the prospects of another 
recession this has become even more pressing. It is important to prevent the accumulated 
effect of the two criss from creating a chronic situation of low wages for young people, which 
will affect them to a greater proportion.
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A tool that can help strengthen the working careers 
of young people is training offered by firms. This can 
provide them with the capacity to adapt that is needed 
when they have less work experience and in a context of 
fast-changing production. The youngest workers, aged 16-25, are one of the groups that 
have a relatively lower level of participation in training organised by firms for various 
reasons, including occupational factors and their high levels of temporary work, among 
others.

Special attention should therefore be paid to improving their rates of participation in 
such training, in order to enhance their working lives.

In Spain, poverty, the most extreme indicator of social inequality, has an intense 
impact on young people, especially those living in households with low employment 
intensity and with burdens related to payment for 
housing. This vulnerability is greater among the 
youngest group (aged 18-24), who have only just 
entered the labour market. But it is also great for 
young people aged over 25, which indicates that their greater access to the labour mar-
ket is not sufficient to mitigate situations of poverty and social exclusion, as we have 
already seen.

This is a tremendously important problem if we remember that a large percentage of 
young people today, who have inherited the previous crisis, have lived most of their lives 
in situations of social vulnerability. They now have to face the negative economic and 
employment consequences of the situation generated by COVID-19, which are already 
being seen in more acute terms in higher volumes of unemployment for young people. The 
extraordinary measures adopted to preserve jobs and guarantee earnings are therefore 
very important (including furlough schemes for reasons of temporary force majeure or 
aid for self-employed workers who have had to suspend their activity), and in many cases 
have benefited young workers.

Poverty is often lifelong. The risk of poverty and social exclusion often marks 
the stages of personal and professional growth and development of many young 
people, possibly leaving scars on their future working lives, as well as on other key 
areas of life. This situation stems in part from the fact that the poor protective ca-
pacity of the social protection system is accentuated for young people. They have 
lower levels of access than other population groups to unemployment protection 
and minimum income. 

Such social protection mechanisms have anyway had limited effects on poverty re-
duction, except for the most severe cases, because the amounts involved are low (below 
poverty thresholds).

Greater participation in 
training run by business

Rethinking social 
protection for young people



	 YOUTH AND THE LABOUR MARKET IN SPAIN	 29

CONSEJO ECONÓMICO Y SOCIAL ESPAÑA

It is therefore necessary to develop broader, more ambitious measures to fight poverty and 
inequality, as stated repeatedly by the European Commission in its recommendations for 
Spain in the framework of the European Semester.

March 2019 saw approval of the Spanish National Strategy to Prevent and Combat 
Poverty and Social Exclusion 2019-2023, a necessary step in the fight against situations 
of social vulnerability and inequality in Spain. It was a positive starting point but its ef-
fectiveness will depend on the drafting of policies that specifically cover the needs of the 
young population.

For this purpose, it will be necessary to ensure that any social measures developed tie in 
with those in the fields of the labour market, income policy, education and health, among 
others. In addition, progress must continue along the lines already seen on a community 
level (in the framework of the European Pillar for Social Rights) to guarantee that economic 
transfers are sufficient as a tool for fighting poverty.

Essentially, measures must be adopted that try to overcome the limitations of social 
protection policies in general and that target young people (and children) in particular. Such 
measures should aim to guarantee social cohesion in a more stable, structural way, not only 
resolving situations that arise from the most serious economic crises, however important 
such solutions are.

Social policies to decrease the vulnerability of young people may be strengthened by 
the recent adoption of the new instrument to guarantee income, namely the Minimum 
Income (Ingreso Mínimo Vital, IMV). This new subjective right to protection (Royal 
Decree-Law 20/2020, dated 29 May) may help reduce such vulnerability as part of its 
broader aims of eradication and mitigation of poverty.  It has been designed to link up 
protection policies and active employment policies, with the aim of promoting employ-
ment for beneficiaries, who include young people, based on certain compatibilities and 
obligations. This might help to attenuate situations of working poverty in some young 
people.

Linking income guarantees to policies to promote both labour market participation 
and inclusion of people in poverty seems to be a step in the right direction of integrating 
social and labour policies in substantive terms and in cooperation and collaboration be-
tween the relevant administrative bodies that have powers in these areas.

They should therefore be based on intense cooperation and collaboration with territorial 
and local administrations, the most representative trade union and business organisations 
and social entities. And some of the measures planned will have to be implemented through 
regulations and initiatives by the appropriate Administration bodies to make them truly 
effective and operational.
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New forms of employment in the context of digiti-
sation, especially the provision of services via dig-
ital platforms, are growing activities that have ad-
vantages and bring opportunities but also risks and 
problems. Quantitative studies point to fast growth 
in new models over recent years and unanimously 
indicate that such jobs are taken by young people, both globally and in all of Spain’s 
neighbouring countries. In Spain, the small number of studies available to date show 
a profile that is very similar to that in European countries in general. Young people 
predominate in work on platforms that is considered intensive (at least once a week) 
and when the work is considered principal (when more than half the worker’s income 
comes from work on such digital platforms), so they bear the greatest weight in the 
age structure in this type of work.

Various studies touch on the need to improve employment conditions, working 
conditions and access to social protection in this type of work. Therefore, not only is it 
important to classify such work from a legal point of view as subordinate or self-em-
ployed work, the solutions found to this very diverse and changing economic reality, 
which incurs complex problems, will have important effects for many young people 
because the data show that this is a large source of activity for a growing proportion of 
young people in Spain.

It would therefore be desirable, in such types of work as well as in other more conventional 
types, for the efforts of all agents involved and for the goals of policies to aim to treat them as 
sources of wealth creation and jobs with guarantees, balancing the opportunities and risks 
involved by means of instruments to govern working relations. 

Policies for youth employment
Active employment policies that target young people have 
an important role to play in overall employment policy. 
Over the years, they have become more stable and sys-
tematic. They identify the problems faced in the labour 
market by under-30s and set up concrete measures to re-
solve them.

In addition to the specific problems and needs of young people during their transition 
from education to working life and access to a first job is the fact that, as stated recently 
by the ILO, it was young people that suffered everywhere the greatest consequences of 
the previous economic crisis and who are now suffering those of the COVID-19 crisis. 
With the aggravation of the structural problem of youth unemployment which can be 
assumed to stem from the effects of the two recent crises, young people are still facing 
serious uncertainty and challenges.
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All this leads to the need to grant strategic importance to active policies for young people and 
to draw up a broad employment policy that can meet their problems and needs in the labour 
market. For this purpose, a leading role should be taken by dialogue with the social partners, 
which would be the necessary framework for efficient, consistent measures.

This policy should be coordinated with education and training policies and should be 
framed in a general policy for youth, based on an economic policy that promotes a framework 
of stability and sustainable growth with job creation. And this will take place in the context 
of a strategy to restore activity and employment after the pandemic, with young people 
receiving special attention. 

The fight against youth unemployment has been 
one of the cornerstones of the European employment 
policy over the last decade. Many initiatives and meas-
ures have been adopted to guide, promote, coordinate 
and fund national policies, including above all the 
Youth Guarantee or the Youth Employment Initiative both of which were set up in 2013, 
but also the recommendation for a European framework for apprenticeships.

In particular, implementation of the Youth Guarantee in Member States has been im-
portant for fighting youth unemployment, although some deficiencies, such as insuf-
ficient funding and the need to adapt it to the specificities of each Member State, have 
prevented it from reaching its full potential.

The turning-point represented by the Youth Guarantee as a firm response to the employ-
ment needs of young people makes it necessary to transform this instrument, which was 
initially designed for particular circumstances, into one that is permanent and stable. The 
aim should be to combat structural youth unemployment so that, in the context of a new and 
far-reaching crisis like the current one, effective responses can be offered. The youth employ-
ment initiative recently launched by the European Commission with the presentation of a 
new package of measures including reinforcement of the Youth Guarantee is in line with the 
above, and a prompt agreement from the Council is desirable so that it can be fleshed out and 
implemented. In addition, in order to take up all the opportunities presented by this new ini-
tiative, it should be reflected in the youth employment policies of the different Member States.

At the same time, funds must still be allocated to the Youth Employment Initiative within 
the forthcoming multi-annual financial framework, especially in Member States in which 
youth unemployment is, and can be expected to remain high, thus avoiding the risk of vul-
nerable groups becoming alienated from the training system and the labour market.

Over the last decade, many measures have been 
adopted targeting young people, some of them of a gen-
eral nature and others specifically for under-30s and, in 
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some cases, within the framework of broader strategies such as the Strategy for Entrepre-
neurship and Youth Employment or the Youth Guarantee. Although their initial design 
did not tie in exactly with the needs of young people in Spain, this country has been one 
of their main beneficiaries. This has led to a clear improvement in the employment situ-
ation of young people although this cannot be seen separately from the improvement in 
the economic cycle. 

Any additional efforts to be made in the adoption of the Youth Guarantee in Spain should 
consider the specific characteristics of young people and their needs, focusing more on pro-
moting actions for both training and employment rather than only on the latter which has 
been the case so far.

In turn, the Spanish Strategy for Activating Employment 2017-2020 explicitly covers 
the much-needed improvement in employability for young people but also the importance 
of linking and coordinating active employment policies and the education system, thus 
helping to enhance the transition from school to work and preventing the situations of 
insecurity often faced by this group.

Undoubtedly, the most decisive element was approval in 2019 of the Emergency Plan 
for Youth Employment, which included for the first time an integrated and consistent 
employment strategy that addressed young people.

In this respect, the ESC considers it necessary to continue developing this Plan that spe-
cifically targets young people, although the funds assigned to the period 2019-2021 may be 
affected by the current uncertainty caused by the pandemic. But this should not alter the 
validity of the Plan, which should also be reinforced so that the consequences of the current 
crisis can also be considered.

Regarding resources assigned to active employment policies for young people, 
it is difficult to identify how much is channelled to actions for this group because 
budgetary allocations, except for certain specific programmes, are not determined 
in terms of the beneficiaries. Moreover, there are no standard criteria in the man-
agement of the autonomous communities for assigning groups to specific actions, 
and many actions of a general nature are devised that do not specifically target 
young people. This reflects a lack of specialisation in programmes and services for 
specific groups.

A catalogue of common services for young people should therefore be established. This 
should be flexible and dynamic so that it can be adapted to the needs of specific territories 
and the different groups within the young population.
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Actions in the area of active employment policies target-
ing young people should facilitate successful transition 
between school and work, promote integration in the la-
bour force and alignment between the demand for labour 
and the capabilities that young people offer, and encour-
age the necessary job stability to allow young people to set out on their adult working life, 
participating in the labour market and in the production system.

The inclusion of young people in the labour market needs the transition from school to 
work to be agile and must offer the right tools for facilitating entry into employment. Work 
experience is key for this initial inclusion and it is necessary to have instruments that will 
facilitate practical, on-the-job experience and a subsequent first job.

In line with this, the ESC considers it necessary to firmly support dual vocational training, 
as mentioned above.

It is also necessary to overcome the marginal role played today by contracts for training 
and apprenticeship and internships as tools to facilitate the transition from school to work. 
They should become a real, effective path leading young people into the labour market.

Such contracts for training and apprenticeship should be subject to transparent, assessa-
ble development of their training content and a regulatory framework that can be adapted as 
required, without affecting its quality, to the needs of apprentices and firms. For internship 
contracts, it would be advisable to consider new stimuli, especially in view of the foreseeable 
consequences of the pandemic for youth employment.

It would also be advisable to prolong the effort in programmes for on-the-job training 
and extend them to a larger number of young people, placing priority on projects related to 
sectors and activities in which there are unmet needs relating to sustainable development, 
services to the community or new technologies.

Guarantees should also be provided for unpaid work practice to be clearly based on train-
ing, for which purpose there should be mechanisms for supervision and control. In order to 
recognise the value as training of work practice periods, the regulation should be simplified 
in a framework of quality for unpaid work practice. Since the Emergency Plan for youth em-
ployment provides in its measure 31 for the drafting of a Statute for unpaid work practice to 
guarantee the training-based nature of such practice, it would be desirable to speed up this 
process in the framework of social dialogue so that a tool of this sort will be made available soon.

Actions in the fields of career guidance, information 
and support in job-searching are key for helping young 
people to enter the labour market.

Personalised attention and monitoring of unemployed persons requires appropriate 
funding and efficient use of such resources, as well as a sufficient number of career guid-
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ance professionals in job centres, who should be allotted in line with the profile of each 
job-seeker.

It is also necessary to promote greater coordination and collaboration among all the en-
tities that are involved in the situation of young people, namely, employment services, career 
guidance suppliers, educational institutions and universities, municipal entities and offices 
or youth support services, bearing in mind their proximity and knowledge of the realities of 
the labour market and of specific needs.

Employment incentives are a common tool to promote hiring among certain groups, 
including young people, who are at a disadvantage for gaining access to the labour 
market.

In view of the current situation of employment resulting from the COVID-19 crisis, it 
would be advisable to devise new incentives for employment for young people who have lost 
their jobs or for whom it has become more difficult to find work because of the pandemic.

Vocational training for employment is the tool that makes the most effective contri-
bution to improving employability. It is strategic for building up firms’ productivity and 
competitiveness and for enhancing the employability of young people.

A system of vocational training for employment must therefore be based on greater 
participation and autonomy for firms and the social partners. They are directly aware 
of the needs for qualifications and occupational skills and can infer what would be the 
most suitable training for different sectors and firms in the context of a changing labour 
market.

Social dialogue and participation by the social partners and by the autonomous commu-
nities in the design of the system are essential for achieving a model for vocational training 
that will improve workers’ skills and help boost firms’ competitiveness.

Finally, there are also actions to support and promote self-employment and entre-
preneurship that target young people. These include a wide range of activities covering 
guidance and advice, training, dissemination and promotion or incentives for self-employ-
ment and entrepreneurship, which in many cases exist in the different areas of central, 
regional and local administration.

In order to avoid duplication, it would be advisable to draw up a detailed map showing 
all the assistance available for this purpose in the different territorial areas. It is also neces-
sary to properly assess the efficiency of such measures to promote self-employment and to 
contribute to its survival.
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To complement the actions carried out by the central 
Administration, the autonomous communities draw up 
specific measures for young people in the framework 
of their own programmes, which are often co-funded 
by the European Social Fund. Local entities also act to 
promote and support initiatives for job creation on a local level, adjusting policies to the 
different territorial circumstances and needs.

The map is therefore a heterogeneous one covering actions for young people that are 
carried out by a wide range of agents but are difficult to grasp fully because the informa-
tion on measures and results if often scattered and not sufficiently standardised.

In fact, the Independent Authority for Fiscal Responsibility (Autoridad Independi-
ente de Responsabilidad Fiscal, AIReF) has signalled that there is a problem of territorial 
adjustment, regarding both competence and funding, in active employment policies. 
The fact that local entities have autonomy to design their own programmes and services 
because they are close to citizens should be the basis for designing the employment strat-
egy, scaling it up from there to the other bodies with powers in this field, autonomous 
communities and the central Administration.

Since this wide range of actions may lead, in some cases, to overlapping and duplication, 
it would be necessary to reach a more precise definition of the needs of the labour market 
and of the measures and agents available in order to achieve maximum complementarity, 
synergy and efficiency in the use of public resources. All this requires sufficient consolidated 
and aggregated information so that the coverage and effectiveness of the package of measures 
adopted can be properly evaluated.

Moreover, while over recent years communication and collaboration between regional 
public employment services has been intensified through the exchange of good practices and 
the sharing of the challenges faced and solutions to them, a greater effort at coordination 
is still needed with other administrations and specific entities that draw up measures ad-
dressing young people.

Evaluation of all the above measures targeting young peo-
ple is essential to determine that actions are suitable and to 
assess whether resources have addressed existing needs and 
achieved the goals set in their design.

The ESC has often insisted on the need to establish a culture of systematic, detailed 
evaluation of active employment policies, going beyond the mechanisms for supervision and 
assessment laid down in specific programmes or plans. This would include detailed evalu-
ations of all actions carried out in terms of methods, management and resources used, but 
also the profile of beneficiaries, in line with the needs of different groups within the young 
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population as a whole, and the mid-term impact of the measures in terms of entry into the 
labour market, enhanced employability and job stability.

For all of this, it is important to have a complete, systematic data base as well as standard 
information systems throughout the country to guarantee fluid, transparent communication 
among all the agents participating in accordance with their areas of competence. This should 
allow for thorough evaluation of the process at different times so that the suitability of the 
measures and the need to redesign them can be assessed, together with the efficient use of 
the public resources allocated to them.
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