
BACKGROUND PAPER

This paper provides the context and background 
for the South Asia Youth Skills and Solutions 
Forum.

Key Findings:

Demographics of South Asian 
youth

The share of youth1 of the total population is in 
the range of 18 to 22 per cent for all mid to large 
population South Asian nations except Sri Lanka 
with a share of 14.8 per cent and Maldives with 
15.3 per cent.

Table 1: Projected Per Capita Income, Constant International Dollar 2011; Prices Adjusted for Purchasing Power Parity

Source: WEO database of the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
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1 In this study, youth is defined as the age group 15 to 24.

The population of youth in South Asia is 
expected to peak around 2025 before declining. 
However, the population will still be younger than 
other regions of the world until 2040. The median 
age of most South Asian nations is in the range 
25-30.

Economic growth accompanied by 
low job creation

South Asian nations have low per capita incomes. 
The World Bank classi�es them as Lower Income 
and Lower Middle-Income countries. Most South 
Asian economies have seen economic growth 
over the last �ve years, but this has not been 
accompanied by suf�cient job creation to absorb 
the young people entering the job market.
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A conscious attempt is being made in South Asian 
nations like Bangladesh and India to upgrade the 
quality, assessment, and certi�cation standards of 
their education and skilling system to international 
standards so that their citizens can qualify for jobs 
outside South Asia.
 

Skill shortage is partly due to low 
outcomes in secondary school

The problem of labour force preparation of youth 
starts with access to quality secondary education. 
Although basic literacy is increasing too many 
youths do not get a proper educational base. The 
situation is particularly grim for the poor and for 
females in some nations.
 
Completion rates for secondary school are low, 
creating a pool of youth who require skilling. For 
the three most populous nations of Bangladesh, 
India and Pakistan, the upper and lower secondary 
school completion rates are low; it is extremely 
low for those not rich. This poor performance is 
seen in both rural and urban areas.
 

Low female participation in skill 
development remains a problem in 
most of South Asia.

Economic growth accompanied by low job 
creation is a result of both supply and demand 
factors:

► On the supply side, there is an inadequate 
supply of skilled workers, which means there are 
job vacancies not getting converted to jobs. India 
is among the top 5 countries in the world with the 
highest skill shortages. Two thirds of the 
employers surveyed reported dif�culty �nding 
quali�ed employees.

► On the demand side the main factors are the 
growth in high skill sectors that generate large 
scale economic activity with comparatively few 
jobs created, and the inability of the informal 
sectors and small and medium enterprises to 
generate or access suf�cient capital to increase 
their workforce.

The share of employment in 
agriculture has declined in the South 
Asian nations.

The employment shares of industry and services 
have increased at different rates for the eight 
South Asian nations. Afghanistan, Nepal, and 
Pakistan have had a slower decline in agricultural 
employment share than the other South Asian 
nations. Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Maldives have 
seen a relatively large increase in the share of 
employment in the services sector. India has had 
a balance between the increase in share in 
employment of services and industry. During 
2012-2017, Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka have 
seen a large increase in the share of services.

Historically strong sectors will continue to 
increase employment'. Bangladesh in textiles, 
India in Information Technology, Pakistan in 
medical equipment and supplies, and Maldives 
and Nepal in tourism.

Migration

The importance of migration as a source of 
employment for youth differs across the nations 
as does the type of job roles. The job roles of 
young migrants from South Asia vary from 
unskilled and semi-skilled labour to 
highly-educated professionals and skilled work.
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Across all groupings, only one in three 
children of school age attend upper 
secondary school; the ratio is only one in 
eight for the poorest 20 per cent of the 
population.
 
Less than half children of school age attend 
lower secondary school; the ratio is only 
one in four from the poorest 20 per cent of 
the population.

While Nepal obtains more than one fourth of 
its GDP from remittances, four South Asian 
nations are in the top eight emigrant nations 
globally—India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan.

The share of female students in skilling is 
low in most South Asian nations; as low as 
one in nine in Afghanistan.
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Low completion rates and outcome 
in skill development

Out of 119 nations ranked on the Global Talent 
Competitiveness Index in 2018, which 
incorporates employer opinion, the rankings on 
the “Vocation and Technical Training” sub-index 
are low for South Asian nations. India, Pakistan, 
and Sri Lanka rank in the range 69 to 73, while 
Bhutan is ranked 97th, Bangladesh 110th, and 
Nepal 103rd. 

Low youth entrepreneurship

As per Global Entrepreneurship and Monitoring 
Survey 2017 in South Asia and South-East Asia, 
fewer than 20% of new businesses are started by 
young entrepreneurs (18-24). Less than 15% of 
youth are self-employed in South Asia and 
South-East Asia. Lower perceived knowledge and 
experience, limited �nancial literacy and 
awareness and lack of access to �nance are some 
of the causes.

The importance of transferable and 
soft skills is being recognized

There has been no comprehensive research to 
study implementation or scale of soft and 
transferable skills in South Asia, but studies 
indicate that employers and other stakeholders 
are increasingly aware of and desiring workers 
who have soft and transferable skills in 
addition to technical skills.

Challenges in vocational training of 
South Asian nations:

► Low market-relevance of training
► Excess centralization
► Weak institutional governance
► Low private sector inputs
► Ineffective funding modes
► Weaknesses in technical inputs like hiring and 
retaining quality instructors and assessors
► Outdated curriculum and modes of instruction 
which do not update rapidly to changing market 
needs
► Weak quality assurance systems
► Inadequate mobilization of target groups
► Inadequate monitoring & evaluation

Source: UNEVOC skilling/TVET resource aggregator

Apprenticeships are often informal 
and traditional in South Asia

Apprenticeship plays an important role in 
up-skilling South Asia’s workforce, since its 
structure facilitates sharing of costs between 
different parties like the government, employers 
and individuals. But its attractiveness to applicants 
varies across countries and within countries.

In South Asia, apprenticeship training is often 
informal and traditional. Traditional 
apprenticeship is understood as the system by 
which skills are passed on from one generation to 
another, or between close family or clan 
members. Traditional apprenticeship systems 
often evolve into informal apprenticeship 
systems, training apprentices from outside the 
family or kin group.

Innovative schemes have been designed and 
implemented in a few nations like Bangladesh, 
India and Sri Lanka to recognize the skills and 
certify those who have received training outside 
the formal system.

Vulnerable employment continues 
to be high, especially among female 
South Asian youth

The South Asian average of vulnerable jobs is 
73 per cent of all jobs; the per cent share is 
higher for females; 4 out of 5 jobs for females 
are vulnerable jobs. India and Nepal have a 
particularly poor performance in providing decent 
jobs in the formal sector.

Percent of vulnerable employment by gender in South Asia, 2018 

Source: ILOStat database
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In Nepal the youth employment ratio is almost 
three fourth while in Sri Lanka it is one fourth. 
Bhutan and Nepal have slightly higher female 
employment rates while the other nations have a 
much higher male employment rate.

Overall youth NEET rate in South Asia as of 2018 
stands at 30.5 percent, with the overall female 
youth NEET rate as high as 49.2 percent.
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Table 6: Youth Labour Force Participation Rates in South Asian Countries

Source: ILOStat database 

Table 5: Youth NEET Rates in South Asian Countries

Source: ILOStat database 
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2 NEET rate captures the share of youth who are inactive for other reasons education or skills development, as well as young people who are without work and looking for work.

The share of NEET in youth lies in the range of 23 
per cent to 42 per cent. Female youth NEET go as 
high as over half for the female youth of Pakistan 
and over 65% in Afghanistan.

Employment trends show that in most South Asian nations, one third to one 
fourth of the youth are employed

Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET2)
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Youth that are employed tend to have 
very low incomes. As many as 60.9 
million youth are working under extreme 
or moderate poverty in South Asia (less 
than US$PPP (Purchasing Power Parity) 
3.10 a day). This is a staggering 53.2 
percent of the youth labour force in the 
region. Only Sub-Saharan Africa is worse 
in this regard. 
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