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The age from 10-24 years is a transitional period in the life cycle: from dependence to independence; from 
childhood to adulthood; from primary to secondary school and then into the labour market; and from pre-
pubescence to sexual maturity. Few are likely to pass through this period without some reversals or feelings 
of uncertainty: not doing well at school, examination failures, parental discord, problems with friends and 
partners, or difficulties in finding their first jobs. In most cases, these experiences will be transitory and have 
little influence on their future lives. But for others, these can be more severe and have long-lasting impacts on 
their own well-being, on that of their families and, if widespread, on national social and economic development. 

Young People

In 2016, there were around 54,000 young people (10-
24 years) in Barbados - about 1,600 (3%) fewer than in 
2010. Young people accounted for about 1 in 5 of the 
population. This proportion is likely to decrease in the 
future as the population continues to age and fertility 
remains constant or declines.

Population distribution by age groups
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Households and young people

1 in 3 households contain a young person. Households 
with young persons are more likely to be headed by 
women than households without - 56% compared to 
44%.

Presence of young persons in households

Children only 9%

Adolescents and youth 16%

Adolescents only 8%

Youth only 9%

Older households 58%

Source: SLC, 2016

Just under 40% of young people live in extended family 
households (with grandparents and other relatives). 
This proportion does not vary with age. In contrast, 
the proportion living in nuclear families decreases with 
age, while the proportion living with a single parent/
single adult increases. These changes indicate that 
adolescents and young adults are more likely to be 
brought up by single parents than 10-14-year olds. 
Around 5% of young adults live independently of 
other family members, either on their own or with their 
partners.  Source: SLC, 2010-2016
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Distribution of young persons by type of household
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EVERY YOUNG PERSON HAS A FAIR 
CHANCE IN LIFE

Ending poverty – or its dramatic reduction – is 
an overarching objective of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Adolescence and 
young adulthood are times when growing up in 
poverty can hamper educational performance, 
increase the risk of unemployment and lead to 
damaging behaviours such as substance abuse, 
involvement in gangs and other criminal activities. 
These can have a detrimental impact on the 
physical, emotional and social development of 
young people, threatening their life chances and 
risking the creation of inter-generational poverty. 

Poverty and Young People

Poverty rates and shares, 10-24 years
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Poverty rates by age group
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In 2016, over 30% of young people in Barbados were 
living in poverty, almost 50% higher than the rate for 
the older population, 21%. Poverty rates increased for 
all age groups between 2010 and 2016. The number of 
young people living in poverty increased from 14,800 
to 16,900. In 2016, young people accounted for one 
quarter of the poor population in Barbados – slightly 
lower than in 2010 due to changes in the demographic 
structure. 
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Severe poverty among young people
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Severe poverty by age group
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Severe Poverty amongst Young People

Between 2010 and 2016, the severe poverty rate 
among young people decreased by almost two thirds, 
from 14% to 5%; which differs little than the rate for 
the older population, 4%. As a result, in 2016, young 
people accounted for under a quarter of the severely 
poor population compared to 30% in 2010 and the 
number of severely poor young people decreased 
from 7,700 to 2,800.

EVERY YOUNG PERSON LEARNS

Access to quality education is crucial if young 
people are to acquire the skills to function in and 
contribute to society. Experiences at school have 
far-reaching effects on their development and well-
being, encompassing physical and mental health, 
safety, civic engagement and social development. 
Education in various forms is a vital prerequisite for 
combating poverty, empowering young persons, 
protecting them from hazardous and exploitative 
practices, promoting human rights and democracy 
and protecting the environment.

Primary and secondary school enrolment

In 2018, the primary school enrolment rate approached 
100%. Similarly, the great majority (94%) of children 
attended secondary school. Out of school and over-
age rates are around 1% indicating a low level of drop 
outs - two thirds of whom are boys.  

Primary and secondary enrolment rates
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In consequence, virtually all boys and girls are attending 
primary and secondary school.  

The overall goals of the education system are twofold: 
(i) to provide students with the skills necessary for them 
to maximize their life chances; and (ii) to provide the 
country with the expertise needed for its sustainable 
development. These goals cannot be achieved through 
high school attendance rates alone but depend to a 
large extent on educational outputs. Education system 
outputs can be examined through trends in grade-
specific examination results, particularly in English and 
mathematics, which lay the foundation for achieving a 
sound education.

BSSE performance rates 
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Performance rates in BSSE English have improved 
consistently since 2009. In 2019, 86% of students 
achieved a satisfactory performance. The gender 
differential has more than halved since 2009, from 17 
to 10 percentage points, although it continues to favour 
girls.

Mathematics
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In 2019, 73% of students achieved a satisfactory 
performance in BSSE mathematics.  Results have 
generally improved since 2015 but there is no obvious 
longer-term trend. Girls have consistently outperformed 
boys. The average differential between the sexes has 
been 12 percentage points.

CSEC Examinations

CSEC sitting rates have changed little in the last 10 
years. In 2019, 65% of candidates sat English A, 51% 
sat mathematics and 25% sat these two exams and 
at least 3 other CSEC subjects. In 2019, 20% more 
girls than boys sat CSEC exams. This disparity has 
changed little over the last 10 years. 

CSEC Sitting Rates - Gender Differentials
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CSEC Sitting Rates
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Pass rates in English A have improved since 2011/2012 
- from around 60% to 85%. But there are significant 
fluctuations in the 10-year trend. Girls outperform boys, 
by around 6 percentage points. 

CSEC Passing Rates - English A
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Pass rates in mathematics, around 60%, are lower 
than those for English A, and are also lower than they 
were 5 years ago. However, there is no obvious long 
term trend. Boys are slightly more successful than girls 
at CSEC mathematics.

CSEC Passing Rates - Mathematics
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Overall, the gender variations in CSEC examinations 
are more apparent in sitting than passing rates. On 
average, since 2009, 57% of successful candidates in 
English A and mathematics have been girls.

In 2019, the proportions of  all CSEC candidates who 
had achieved passes in English A, mathematics and 
5+ CSECs with English A and mathematics were 54%, 
27% and 9% respectively. 

These relatively low achievement rates will restrict 
the numbers of students, who will be able to study for 
the CAPE examinations and pursue tertiary education 
courses, particularly those requiring mathematics.

Post-secondary education

Post-secondary enrolment rates
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In 2016, half of 17-19-year olds were enrolled in CAPE/ 
Post-secondary courses, as were almost a quarter of 
20-24-year olds.

Percentage with further education qualification
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The proportion of the population with further education 
qualifications has increased in the last 15 years from 
under 40% to 50%. This implies a significant up-skilling 
of the Barbados labour force.

Female % of post-secondary enrolment
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With the exception of TVET courses where males 
are in the majority, enrolment in further education is 
dominated by females who account for 60% of CAPE 
candidates and two thirds of total enrolment. This 
pattern is a long-standing trend as it is occurring for all 
age groups from 20-49 years. 

A review of trends in post-secondary enrolment 
revealed that the annual number of CAPE candidates 
increased by 23% between 2010 and 2018 – but has 
been stable at 1,500 - 1,600 since 2013. In 2016, 
the number of students enrolled on post-secondary 
courses at BCC and SJPI was 25% less than it had 
been between 2007 and 2010.  In 2017, the number of 
Barbadian students enrolled at UWI had decreased by 
almost 40% comparing to 2012 due to the institution of 
full tuition fees on local students. 

If these decreases in further educational enrolment 
continue, they could reverse the progressive up-skilling 
of the Barbados labour force which has occurred over 
the last 25 years.   
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EVERY YOUNG PERSON PARTICIPATES

Between the ages of 15 and 24, most young people 
will complete their education and enter the work 
environment. If this transition is not straightforward 
– i.e. young people complete their schooling but 
are unable to find suitable jobs – unemployment 
will result. If the period of unemployment is 
prolonged, the risks to their well-being are likely to 
increase: their self-esteem and mental health can 
suffer, they can fall prey to anti-social behaviours, 
there can be financial strain on the household and 
it can affect their relationship with family members.

Economic Status of Young People

Overall, around 75% of young people are working 
or studying. 23% are NEETs with around two thirds 
of whom are unemployed. Activity status varies with 
age and reflects the transition from school to work: 
virtually all 15-16-year olds attend school, compared 
to 53% of 17-19-year olds and 20% of 20-24-year 
olds. In contrast, half of 20-24-year olds are employed 
compared to a fifth of 17-19-year olds. Females are 
less likely to be NEETs as more of them progress into 
further education.

NEETs - gender variations
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Activity status by age
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After age 24, the transition from education to work 
is complete and the labour force participation rate 
increases from 70% for 20-24-year olds to around 90% 
for the older age groups. 

Youth Unemployment

Unemployment trends by age group
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In 2016, 30% of young people were unemployed - 
around 3 times higher the overall rate of 10%. Despite 
a decrease since 2014, youth unemployment rates are 
higher than they were in 2010.
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25% of 20-24-year olds are unemployed - around 
double the rate for 25-29-year olds.

This implies that for many young people unemployment 
will essentially be transient, and they will eventually 
find employment.

Labour force and unemployment shares
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Male and female proportions of unemployed, average 
2010-2016
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Youth account for a disproportionate share of total 
unemployment, 30%, despite comprising only 10% 
of the labour force. Youth unemployment is split 
approximately 50:50 between males and females 
except for the 15-19-year olds where almost 60% of 
the unemployed are males. Over half of unemployed 
15-24-year olds have been unemployed for over 6 
months or have never worked.

EVERY YOUNG PERSON THRIVES

Health and well-being during adolescence and 
young adulthood are a necessary precondition for 
a successful transition into adulthood. Yet, these 
age groups often mark the manifestations of issues 
that can cast a shadow over their short-, medium- 
and long-term development: such as unsafe sexual 
behaviour, early childbearing and substance 
misuse. These can result from a variety of factors 
including lack of success at school, prolonged 
unemployment and family breakdown; and can 
have lasting impacts on their current wellbeing and 
future life chances.

Living Arrangements 

Living arrangement, 10-14 year olds
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In 2016, 36% of young adolescents lived with both 
parents; 54% with one parent and 10% with neither. 
There has been little change since 2010 apart from an 
increase in those living with just their father from 3% 
to 9%. 83% of all single parents were mothers. Over 
80% of young people live with their mother but only 
under half, 45%, are living with their father. 54% of 
single mothers were receiving some financial support 
indicating that just around half of absent fathers were 
providing such support to their children.

Marital/union status

Ever and currently married* females, 15-24 years
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A significant proportion of unions (including visiting 
relationships) are short-lived. 45% of 15-24-year olds 
are in a union compared with 60% who had ever been 
in a union, indicating a significant level of relationship 
breakdown.

Early marriage*, females
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4% of 15-19-year olds had been in a union before age 
15. 29% had entered a union before age 18, which is 
higher than for older women, and indicates a rising 
trend. 

Of those in a union, 13% had a spouse/partner who 
was 10 or more years older and a third expressed an 
unmet need for contraception.

Sexual Behaviour

Sexual activity, females 15-24 years old
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42% of 15-19-year olds had had sex, most of whom, 
36%, had been sexually active in the previous year. 
21% had had sex with a non-regular partner in the 
previous year.

Sexual initiation of females, 15-19-year olds
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Early sexual initiation has been identified as a 
contributory factor in subsequent risky behaviour.

11% first had sex before they were 14. By age 16 (the 
age of consent), almost a third had had sex. By age 
18 (when they were still children), 63% had had sex.

Between 2009 and 2013, the incidence of sex with 
non-regular partners decreased sharply for both sexes, 
from 23% to 5% for females, and from 36% to 25% for 
males. There were also substantial decreases in the 
incidence of unprotected sex in these relationships. 
Male sexual activity is substantially higher than for 
females. 

Risky sexual behaviour of youth
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These findings imply a reduction in risky sexual 
behaviour.

Adolescent (teenage) pregnancy

Over the last 25 years, 
around 20% of 15-19-
year old girls gave birth 
to their first child. Very 
few girls under 16 years 
(the age of consent) have 
given birth.

Union status of teenage mothers
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In 2010, three quarters of teenage mothers were 
separated, never married or in a visiting relationship; 
only a quarter were cohabiting.

This reinforces previous findings relating to the 
high levels of relationship breakdown and single 
motherhood. It also implies that a significant proportion 
of pregnancies were unintended. 

HIV/AIDS

Virtually no children under the 
age of 15 years are living 
with HIV/AIDS – which 
was not the case in 2007. 
The HIV prevalence 
rate for under 25 years 
olds (0.3% males, 0.2% 
females) is far lower than 
that for 15-49-year olds (1.5%). 

40% of sexually active 15-24-year old females had 
been tested for HIV in the previous year. Over 90% of 
15-24-year old females have: (i) heard of HIV/AIDS; 
(ii) know about mother-to-child transmission; and (iii) 
would be willing to care for a stricken family member. 
However, only 20% of respondents would be open 
about having a family member with HIV. 

Overall, these findings imply that adolescents and 
young adults are now less susceptible to the HIV/AIDS.
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Substance Use

Early initiation of alcohol abuse
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In 2011/2012, over 40% of 13-15-year olds first had 
alcohol before the age of 15. This proportion is higher 
than for the older age groups, implying that the trend in 
early initiation of alcohol use is on the increase.

Onset of marijuana use, male addicts
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In 2011, around 15% of 13-15-year olds had used 
marijuana at least once. By 2016, usage was reported 
to have doubled. Two thirds of marijuana addicts 
had first used the drug when they were of secondary 
school age.

Well-being

Overweight and obesity, 13-15 years

Sources: GSHS, 2011

A third of 13-15-year olds were overweight and one 
in seven were obese. The overweight rate for under 
5-year olds is 12% indicating that nutritional deficiencies 
can start early in life, and can then be exacerbated by 
poor diets for school age children. Gender variations 
are minimal.
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70% of 13-15-year olds did not take regular physical 
activity or had limited engagement with their parents 
and over 20% had missed classes without permission 
in the previous month. These indicators have been 
identified as a threat to young persons’ wellbeing. In 
contrast, around 90% of 15-24-year olds described 
themselves as happy with their lives.
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EVERY YOUNG PERSON IS PROTECTED 
FROM VIOLENCE AND EXPLOITATION

As young people pass through adolescence 
and become young adults, they begin to spend 
more time outside their homes and interact more 
intimately with a wider range of people. These 
interactions are crucial to their development but 
can also expose them to new forms of violence and 
exploitation. These threats can have implications 
for their physical and mental health lasting into 
adolescence, young adulthood and older age with 
indirect, but equally potentially severe impacts on 
their families, communities and wider society.  

Violent Disciplining of Children

Disciplining of children, 10-14 years
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Over 70% of 10-14-year olds have experienced some 
form of violent discipline in their home. Just under half, 
46%, experienced physical abuse with 7% having 
experienced severe beating. 

There is a contradiction between behaviour and belief. 
While nearly 40% of parents believed that violent 
discipline is justified, over 70% practiced it.

Child Abuse

Between 2010 and 2017, an average of 600 cases 
of child physical or emotional abuse were reported 
annually to the Child Care Board. Cases were split 
50:50 between neglect and physical/ emotional 
abuse, and between boys and girls. 70% of victims of 
substantiated cases of child neglect (2007-2011) were 
under 10 years old, and 30% were aged between 10 
and 16 years. 80% of perpetrators were the mothers, 
and nearly all of them were single parents or divorced/ 
separated. Under 40% had any employment income. 
The implication is that relationship breakdown and 
financial pressures are underlying causes of child 
abuse. 

Child Sexual Abuse

Reported cases of child sexual abuse averaged 160 
annually - 20% of all child abuse cases. Virtually all 
victims were female. In 2017, 55% of victims were 
aged 12-16 years, 30% were 5-11-year olds, and 15% 
under 5 years old. Around 90% of perpetrators were 
known to their victims. Two thirds of perpetrators were 
the victim’s partner, parents or other family members.

Perpetrators of child sexual abuse, 2008-2012

Sources: UNICEF, 2015

28%
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Girl’s boyfriend
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Domestic (inter-partner) Violence

640 cases of domestic violence were reported to the 
police between mid-2013 to end 2014. The great 
majority, 90%, of perpetrators were male. 80% of 
cases of domestic violence were perpetrated by 
the victim’s partner. 27% of perpetrators were the 
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boyfriend/ girlfriend, and over 40% were committed 
by a separated partner. Husbands or wives were 
responsible of no more than 10% of reported cases. 

The majority of domestic violence incidences are 
not caused by young people. However its impact on 
them can be severe: (i) 29% of juveniles charged with 
crimes had come from violent homes with most having  
witnessed a sibling or a parent being abused by a 
parent or relative; (ii) half a sample of domestic violence 
victims reported that their mothers had been beaten; 
(iii) Barbadian victims of domestic violence reported 
that their children experienced frequent crying, fighting 
at school, hitting back when being spanked, and being 
withdrawn and aggressive. 

Violence outside the home

40% of 13-15-year-olds had been seriously injured 
in the previous year. Rates are significantly higher for 
boys than girls: 46% compared with 36%.  Around 13% 
of boys and girls had been bullied in the last month.

Criminal Activity
 
From 2012 to 2016, recorded crimes by juveniles 
averaged 330 annually. Of these 60% were committed 
by 16-18-year olds while 40% were committed 
by the 11-15-year age group. 36% were crimes 
against the person (assaults, robberies). 30% of the 
crimes committed by 16-18-year olds were for drug 
possession, thefts and burglaries.  

40% of all serious assault victims during 2011-2013 
were aged under 26 years. 18-25-year olds accounted 
for 25% of victims despite comprising only 11% of 
the population. This age group also accounted for a 
quarter of murder victims and half of perpetrators 
during 2009-2013. 

Young males are disproportionately involved in crime 
relative to females. They represent 90% of reported 
crimes and 84% of assaults. 

Perceived Causes of Juvenile Crime

Rank Key Stakeholders in Justice 
System2 

Male Juvenile Residents  
(Prison and GIS) 

Female Juvenile Residents 
(GIS) Barbados Juveniles3 

1 Dysfunctional families (breakdown) Lack of positive male role 
models/ strong father figure Poor parental skills Peer pressure 

(65%)4

2 Poor parental skills Peer pressure Breakdown in family/abuse in 
homes 

Materialism 
(34%) 

3 Home environment/ living 
conditions/ socio-economic status 

Breakdown in Family/Abuse in 
Homes 

Lack of positive male role 
models/ strong father figure Lack of Parental Control (26%) 

4 Use of Illicit/Harmful Drugs 
Home Environment/Living 
Conditions/Socio-economic 
Status 

Home Environment/ Living 
Conditions/ Socio-economic 
Status 

Unemployment 
(14%) 

5 Peer pressure Financial pressure/needs Financial pressure/needs Drug abuse (8%) 

6 - - - Absence of role models (8%) 

1. Highlights show frequency of references to: (i) the family situation; and (ii) poverty.  
2. Including police officers, probation officers, judicial officers, rehabilitation and social workers, etc. 
3. Questionnaire survey of 500 randomly-selected juveniles (16-19 years). 
4. Percentage of respondents citing factor (multiple response).

Source: Devonish and Henry/ CJRPU, 2017
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Juvenile crime causes are interlinked. Poverty and 
unemployment often go hand in hand, and both are 
affected by, and can influence family relationships. 
The importance of the family situation as a major 
contributory factor in juvenile criminality is underlined 
by the information from CJRPU which indicates that of 

IN SUMMARY

Several positives emerge from this study of young 
people in Barbados. Severe poverty decreased by 
more than half since 2010 and two thirds of young 
people are living above the poverty line.  Attendance at 
primary and secondary school is almost universal and 
75% of young people are either studying or working. 
Half of 17-19-year olds are engaged in post-secondary 
education and there has been a progressive up-skilling 
of the nation’s population over years. Many of those 
currently unemployed are likely to find employment. 
The incidence of risky sexual behaviour is generally 
low and decreasing. In short, most young people in 
Barbados will negotiate the pitfalls of adolescence 
and young adulthood to successfully emerge into 
adulthood, obtain employment, form relationships and 
lead fulfilling lives to the benefit of themselves and 
society as a whole. 

Unfortunately, this is not the whole story. A number of 
threats have been identified which have the potential 
to seriously affect young persons’ well-being. A third of 
young people were living in poverty. The proportions of 
CSEC candidates achieving passes at English A and 
mathematics were low at 54% and 27% respectively, 
and over the last 4-5 years there has been a decline 
in enrolments at BCC and UWI. Young people account 
for 30% of total unemployment. Around 60% are 
living with just one biological parent, almost always 
the mother. Over half of young people are having to 
cope with an absent father, many of whom provide little 
support to their offspring. A minority of young women 
are involved in sexual practices which risk unintended 
pregnancies, STIs, exploitation and abuse. Drug use 

appears to be increasing and around a third of young 
adolescents are overweight. Reported cases of child 
and adolescent sexual, physical and emotional abuse, 
domestic violence and violent crime may be fewer in 
numbers, but impacts can be devastating for victims, 
their families and the wider community. Poverty and 
relationship breakdown and poor parenting have been 
associated with many of these threats.

Several of these threats disproportionately affect 
males. They underperform females in educational 
performance and are more likely to be NEETs. They are 
more likely to engage in delinquency, are the principal 
perpetrators of criminal behaviour by the under 25 
year olds, and are more likely to be drug users. These 
factors contribute to negative adult behaviours such 
as, avoiding parental responsibilities, being the primary 
perpetrators of sexual abuse and domestic violence, 
as well as criminal behaviour.

PRIORITY ACTIONS
In order to combat these threats, the following actions 
can be considered to merit the highest priority. Their 
cross-cutting nature means that they need to be 
formulated and implemented using a joined-up, multi-
sectoral and multi-disciplinary process.

• Strengthen social protection programmes for 
children and young people living in severe poverty.

• Make a concerted effort to raise educational 
performance in mathematics, and investigate and 
address inferior male educational performance. Act 
to reverse the recent decreases in BCC and UWI 
enrolments. 

the 274 cases of gang violence examined, 113 of the 
perpetrators came from single-parent families. In 97 
of the cases, they had been raised by single mothers. 
Moreover, 68% of children entering the Juvenile 
Liaison Scheme were raised by a single female parent 
and 60% had witnessed violence in their home.  
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• Continuously evaluate programmes targeted at 
unemployed youth and develop new interventions.

• Develop interventions including life skills and 
parenting classes to increase positive disciplining 
and individual responsibility, and increase emotional 
and financial support from absent fathers.

• Increase the availability of contraceptive services for 
young persons. Develop and implement awareness 
raising campaigns targeted at young people and 
parents covering the dangers of unprotected and 
exploitative sex. 

• Intensify interventions to raise awareness about the 
need for zero tolerance of child abuse and domestic 
violence behaviours and increase the level of 
reporting and implement support programmes for 
victims. 

• Reshape the male attitudes and behaviours through 
strengthened youth, social and probationary 
services targeted at absent father and delinquent 
males. 

POSITIVES THREATS
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