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That situation gets much worse 
if analyzed in light of the deep 
inequities existing in the region 
in terms of race, ethnicity, gen-
der identity and migration status, 
among others.

It is essential for trade unions 
in the Americas to elaborate an 
overview of the impacts of the 
pandemic on the young popu-
lation in the region, in order to 
identify the most relevant chal-
lenges, demand concrete actions 
from governments and submit 
proposals based on the advance-
ments already achieved by the 
TUCA and its Working Youth´s 
Committee - CJTA

According to the aforesaid, this 
report describes the social and 
labor situation of the young peo-
ple in the continent. To that end, 
firstly, an economic and labor 
analysis of the countries of the 
region is presented; secondly, the 
living conditions of the young 
population are characterized 
through an intersectional per-

This report is the result 
of a regional investigation 
carried out by the Trade 
Union Confederation of 
Workers of the Americas 
– TUCA –  within the 
framework of the Labor 
Observatory of the 
Americas, under the 
coordination of the Social 
Policies Secretariat, which 
seeks to shed light on the 
socio-labor situation of 
the young population of 
the continent, seeking to 
provide practical elements 
for the political action of 
the affiliated affiliated 
or fraternal Trade Union 
Centrals and the Working 
Youth´s Committee of 
the Americas (CJTA) of 
the TUCA. Along with this 
research, four sub-regional 
reports were elaborated and 
have been published jointly 
with this document.

INTRODUCTION
Previous to the world crisis 
caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the region had shown a 
slowdown in economic growth, 
higher poverty figures and in-
creasing unemployment, which 
had already deteriorated the stan-
dards of living of the population.

The pandemic has affected all 
social strata, among them, the 
young population has suffered 
the worst effects of the crisis, 
while receiving the least social 
welfare benefits when it comes 
to the policies implemented to 
protect the most vulnerable so-
cial groups. During 2020, young 
men and women in the region 
experienced unemployment rates 
three times higher than those of 
the general population; they were 
forced to defect from their formal 
education and take on a greater 
burden of unpaid care work (par-
ticularly women), became victims 
of higher rates of violence and 
suffered severely from the conse-
quences of social distancing and 
confinement.

spective; thirdly, the outlook of 
social protection in the continent 
is summarized; and, finally, the 
situation of young workers within 
the trade unions of the region and 
the role that the TUCA has played 
in improving the conditions of 
young workers in the Americas 
are analyzed.

For the TUCA, this paper is the 
starting point of an analysis that 
must be carried on over time to 
understand up to what extent 
young workers in the continent 
have suffered particular setbacks. 
It should also work as a basic 
document for member and frater-
nal organizations, as well as for 
the TUCA itself and its YWC, in 
order to elaborate policies fo-
cused on a generational and in-
tersectional approach with regard 
to young workers.
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Regarding the American conti-
nent, between 2016 and 2019, 
North and Central America main-
tained stable rates of economic 
growth of around 5%, while in 
the Andean and Southern Cone 
regions negative and decreasing 
growth rates were already 
recorded.

However, the pandemic affect-
ed negatively the entire region; 
making North America, the region 
with the most stable economy in 
the continent, suffer for the first 
time since the 2008 crisis a drop 
in GDP of 2.49%, as compared 
to 2019. In the case of Central 
America, where stable growth 
rates had also been accounted 

Note: Own elaboration based on World Bank data (2021)

MAIN MACROECONOMIC 
INDICATORS

1.1. 

PERCENTAGE CHANGE OF GROSS 
DOMESTIC PRODUCT (2017 - 2020)

Figure 1

for, the impact of the pandem-
ic was much worse as the GDP 
plunged 12.62%. Finally, when it 
comes to the Southern Cone and 
the Andean Region, the pandemic 
deepened the existing crisis mak-
ing average GDP rates plummet 
16.58% and 14.34% respectively 
(See Graph 1) (World Bank, 2021; 
ECLAC, 2021a). 
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In addition, the strong negative 
impact exerted by the pandemic 
resulted in an increase in state 
debt in the countries of the region 
(See graph 2). North America is 
the region with the highest level 
of state debt when regarded as a 
percentage of the GDP, with rates 
above 100%; it is worth mention-
ing that this situation is excep-
tional on the continent. In partic-
ular, the United States reached in 
2020 a state debt equivalent to 
133.92% of the GDP,  which rep-
resents an increase of 25.46% as 
compared to 2019 (World Bank, 
2021).

On the other hand, the Southern 
Cone and Central America have 
undergone very similar processes, 
with lower levels of indebtedness 
as compared to North America, 
the highest rates being around 
79% in 2020. Nevertheless, the 
region that performs best on the 
continent is the Andean region, 
where state debt has varied be-
tween 40% and 60% over the last 
five years, a percentage well be-
low that of the other sub-regions1 
(OECD,2021).  

The strong negative effects of 
the economic crisis undergone in 
the region in 2020 have in fact 
deepened inequalities in the most 
unequal continent in the world. In 
Central America, the Andean re-
gion and the Southern Cone, over 
the last five years the Gini coeffi-
cient had remained close to 0.45, 
indicating high levels of inequality, 
as shown in Figure 3. In the case 
of the North American region, 
despite having a much lower Gini 
coefficient, a marked increase in 
inequality was beginning to be evi-
dent in 2018 (World Bank, 2021).

On the other hand, all over the 
continent, there has been a sharp 
increase in poverty levels, although 
the starting level of poverty differs 
significantly. In Latin America and 
the Caribbean, countries such as 
Honduras reached poverty rates 
of 23.7% in 2019 according to the 
ECLAC indicator. According to 
the most recent figures provided 
by ECLAC in 2019, the average 
poverty rate covering all of Latin 
America and the Caribbean stood 
at 30.5% and the extreme poverty 
rate at 11.3% (2020).

Note: Own elaboration based on OECD data (2021)

PUBLIC DEBT AS A PERCENTAGE OF 
GDP (2016 - 2020)

Figure 2

Note: Own elaboration based on World Bank data (2021a)

GINI INDEX PER SUB-REGION 
(2015 -2018)

Figure 3

1. However, it is worth of note that the analysis of the data does not include Venezuela, as both national and international sources do not 
show current data for this indicator.
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OVERVIEW OF THE WORLD 
OF LABOR REGARDING THE 
YOUNG POPULATION

1.2. 

Note: Own elaboration based on World Bank data (2021b)

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 
BY SUB-REGION (2019)

Figure 4

Unemployment among the popu-
lation over 35 years of age shows 
similar figures in the different re-
gions of the continent. However, 
as regards the young population 
(15-34 years of age) unemploy-
ment rates differ. In North Ameri-
ca, the unemployment rate stood 
at 7% among the young popula-
tion, a figure well below that of 
the other regions. In the Andean 
Region, Central America and the 
Caribbean, unemployment figures 
are quite similar, getting close to 
12%.

The case of greatest concern 
regarding unemployment among 
young workers is found in the 
Southern Cone, a region in which 
this indicator exceeds 16%. In 
countries such as Argentina and 
Uruguay this figure exceeds that 
percentage, moreover, the coun-
try with the highest unemploy-
ment among young workers is 
Brazil where this rate skyrocketed 
to up to 20%. In the Andean Re-
gion, the country that shows the 
highest percentage of youth 
unemployment is Colombia 
where it stands at 17%, almost 
doubling the rates of Peru and 
Ecuador (9%).
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On the other hand, Central 
America and the Caribbean is 
the region in the continent with 
the highest percentage of young 
population working in informal or 
black jobs, that is, 62.7% (Cos-
ta Rica, Dominican Republic, El 
Salvador, Mexico and Panama). 
As far as the Southern Cone is 
concerned, the average rate of 
labor informality stood at 47.9%, 
with the emblematic case of Ar-
gentina, where the informal un-
employment rate of the popula-
tion between 15 and 24 years of 

Elaboración propia a partir de los datos de OCDE (2021) y CEPAL (2021c)

WORKER PARTICIPATION PER 
ECONOMIC SECTOR (2019)

Figure 5

The developing countries of Latin 
America and the Caribbean show 
a higher percentage of the work 
force dedicated to trade (24.7%) 
and agriculture (17.30%), sectors 
characterized by low levels of 
added value. By contrast, in North 
America, 74% of the economical-
ly active population works in the 
service sector, while a tiny minori-
ty works in agriculture (1.38%).

age increased by about 5% over 
the last  four  years, stretching 
from 64.5% to 69.1% (ILO, 2020). 
Finally, in Peru, which is part of 
the Andean Region, 86.1% of the 
young workers were involved in 
black or informal jobs in 2020. 

In North America, labor informal-
ity, which is considered in dif-
ferent ways,  specifically affects 
the migrant population due to 
discrimination against foreigners 
in the labor market, for example, 
immigrants cannot have their 
educational degrees validated in 
the USA.

The young population that nei-
ther hold formal jobs for a wage 
nor participate in formal edu-
cation is part of a very relevant 
problematic situation in the con-
tinent. In Central America and 
the Caribbean 39% of young 
people neither work nor study.  In 
the case of the Southern Cone, 
the conjuncture of the pandemic 
had a great impact on the young 
population, exerting a greater 
impact on young people between 
20 and 24 years of age. In coun-
tries such as Argentina, Brazil 
and Chile, the effect was more 
noticeable, as the percentage of 
young people that have neither 

formal jobs nor formal education 
increased by approximately 15% 
(Argentina 31.3%, Brazil 32.9%, 
Chile 28.8); Uruguay presents a 
situation that is a little different 
from the rest of the sub-region, 
with a rate that grew from 13.9% 
in 2019 to 21% in 2020 (ILO, 
2020). 

Regarding the Andean region, in 
2019 young people that neither 
work nor study, ranged between 
14% (Bolivia) to 24% (Colombia), 
this indicator being particular-
ly high for women in Colombia 
(32.6%) (World Bank, 2020). 

Finally, in the North American 
region, this indicator had been 
decreasing; nevertheless, the im-
pact of the pandemic is notice-
able as this rate increased from 
12.7% in 2019 to 13.3% in 2020 
(World Bank, 2020).
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ANALYSIS

2. 
Continental Report 2022 // 1918  // Continental Report 2022 



Intersectionality is recognized 
as a frame of reference 
to identify through the 
conjunction of different 
identities, how these play a 
role in determining whether 
people experience multiple 
deprivations caused by 
their belonging to different 
population groups (Crenshaw, 
1989). The challenge is to 
understand population groups 
through an approach that 
considers multiple transversal 
aspects. 

Young people are not a homoge-
neous group with similar beha-
viors, interests, opportunities and 
challenges. It is for this reason 
that this report takes an inter-
sectional look, which allows us 
to approach the reality of this 
population group in a deeper 
way, considering their particulari-
ties and inequities, besides their 
labor situation. The pandemic 
also challenges us to observe the 
situation that our region is going 
through with a much sharper and 
more critical lens. The concrete 
manner in which social inequali-
ties take place, the fragile social 
protection systems, the gaps in 
the distribution of wealth and re-
sources, in short, the social injus-
tice that deprives many people 
of opportunities, make us expand 
the analysis towards other phe-
nomena that cross cut social 
reality in our countries, so as to 
achieve a full understanding of 
the processes of social inequality 
and injustice.

As has already been shown, the 
social and employment situa-
tion of young people is extre-
mely precarious. In turn, when 
we intersect young age with 
other features, such as migrant 
status, racial status, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation and gender 
identity, we come across fur-
ther vulnerabilities which make 
the situation of these young 
people even worse.
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The intensification of migra-
tory flows has exerted a nega-
tive impact on social and labor 
structures on the continent. In 
LAC, most migrants are young 
people, which has slightly mod-
ified the population structure in 
these countries (See Graph 6). 
As far as the Andean region is 
concerned, particularly Colombia, 

Ecuador and Peru have been the 
main destinations of Venezue-
lan migrants, with a clear female 
component of the migrant flow 
(CenDE,2020).

It should be borne in mind that 
the irregular migrant population 
has mostly access to informal or 

MIGRANTS
2.1 

Note: Own elaboration based on data from Migration Portal (2021). The young population considered in the graph is 
between 15 and 24 years of age, and the indicator is expressed as % of the total young population in the host country.

TOTAL MIGRANT AND YOUTH 
POPULATION IN 2020 (%)

Figure 6
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In Mexico, a stronger migratory 
trend was identified in the state 
of Chiapas, particularly consist-
ing of migrants from Guatema-
la. Between 2016 and 2019, a 
slight decrease of informal black 
work was recorded, however, 
in 2019 black or informal jobs 
were equivalent to 74.4% of to-
tal employment in Chiapas. Even 
though the migratory flow in Chi-
apas is mostly made up of men, 
It has been mostly migrant wom-
en who, to a greater extent, got 
black jobs with no formal autho-
rization (OIM et al., 2020). 70.5% 
of men and women between 16 

In the Southern Cone, Argenti-
na has got the highest human 
mobility indices, followed by 
Uruguay and Chile. In Argentina, 
the immigrant population has 
increased exponentially. In 2017 
immigrants from Venezuela were 
only 3.3% of the total number 
of migrants; in 2020 this immi-
gration rate amounted to 36.1% 
of the total number of migrants 
(IOM, 2021). In 2017, those desti-
nations that received a younger 
population of immigrants record-
ed a higher labor participation 
of immigrants than urban hubs 
in general. (Ministry of Labor of 
Argentina, 2018)

black jobs, given the prejudice 
and xenophobia against them. 
Migrant labor in the Andean re-
gion is precarious for the most 
part and labor rights are usually 
violated, which has put workers 
at risk during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. (ECLAC and FAO, 2020; 
ECLAC, 2020a; ILO, 2020; Sal-
vador and Cossani,2020). 

In the United States, the unem-
ployment rate of Latino migrants 
increased 3.2 p.p. between 2019 
and 2020, a trend that gets even 
worse when considering young 
people who do not have a sec-
ondary or tertiary education; this 
migrant group has increased in 
number during the Covid 19 cri-
sis (US Bureau  of  Labor  Statis-
tics,2021). In the United States, 
the Latino population represents 
a significant percentage of the 
labor force and is expected to 
keep on growing (Department 
of Labor, 2021). When it comes 
to Canada, immigrant unem-
ployment dropped to its lowest 
rate prior to the crisis (6.3%) in 
2017. It should be noted that the 
employment rate for migrants 
increases, the longer the time of 
residence in the country (Yssad  
and Fields, 2018).

and 34 years of age usually get 
agricultural jobs with precarious 
wages. In 2019, less than 30% of 
men managed to earn the min-
imum wage, meanwhile almost 
50% of women could get it in a 
trend that has decreased since 
2016; now about 70% of wom-
en manage to get the minimum 
wage (IOM et al., 2020).  

The employment outlook for mi-
grant women is not at all encour-
aging, for example, in Mexico 
the TVTF (Border Worker Visitor 
Card) is issued to women in a 
much lower percentage, accord-
ing to the ILO (2021). Irregular 
female migrant workers are vul-
nerable to discrimination, harass-
ment, sexual assault and violent 
aggression on the part of their 
employers. 
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Statistical invisibility is a wide-
spread problem on the continent. 
The Andean region gathers the 
largest indigenous population 
in the Americas; and Brazil and 
the Caribbean concentrate the 
largest proportion of afro-de-
scendant population. A large part 
of ethnic population groups, that 
is, non-Caucasians,  live in ex-
treme poverty, in overcrowded 
households with little access to 
drinking water, health and educa-
tional services, mostly dwelling in 
rural areas (CELADE et al., 2020; 
ECLAC and UNFPA, 2020).  

Both young indigenous men 
and young and adult indigenous 
women, are mostly self-em-
ployed, or are occupied as un-
paid family workers2. This means 
that social insurance coverage 
is more precarious among these 
workers than among the rest of 

ETHNIC 
POPULATION

2.2 

the population (CELADE et al., 
2020). In Mexico, given its high 
ethnic diversity, about 95% of 
domestic female workers speak 
indigenous languages as their 
first language, which fuels dis-
crimination when they get hired, 
again placing women at a dis-
advantage in terms of social 
protection and security in their 
work places (ILO, 2021b). Some-
thing similar happens in the rest 
of LAC with regard to young 
Afro-Latin-American women, 
since prejudices and discrimina-
tion force them to be employed 
mostly as paid domestic workers 
with lower wages, greater infor-
mality and little access to social 
security (ECLAC and UNFPA, 
2020; 2021). 

In the United States, in Septem-
ber 2021 the unemployment of 
the African American population 

scored 7.9%, surpassing the rate 
of unemployment of the “white” 
population. Moreover, the wage 
gap between ethnic groups and 
the “white” population got exac-
erbated by the pandemic, being 
even greater when it comes to 
women (Gould et al., 2020). On 
the other hand, indigenous com-
munities reached an all-time high 
rate of unemployment in 2020, 

2. Unpaid family workers are those who work for more than 15 hours in family farming or other family businesses. (RAE, 2021)

far exceeding the unemployment 
rates of the other population 
groups (Feir and Golding, 2020). 
In Canada, the labor situation of 
Indigenous peoples is not much 
different, the unemployment rate 
for that population grew in 2019 
and in 2020, particularly regard-
ing women and young people 
between 15 and 24 years of age. 
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There is no doubt that in this group suffers high 
levels of vulnerability; even more so when we refer 
to young LGBTIQ+ people.

There are very few sources of data that account 
for the situation of the LGBTIQ+ population, not 
to mention data disaggregated into population 
groups. The exception is North America, where 
there are several studies that have pointed out the 
structural gaps the LGBTIQ+ population suffers 
with regard to labor market access, no to speak 
about the violent aggressions that this population 
is exposed to on a daily basis.

LGTBIQ+ 
POPULATION

2.3

1. El Índice de Aceptación Global de la Población LGTBIQ+: “proporciona una forma consistente y comparable de medir las actitudes y el 
cambio de actitud, lo que podría comprender mejor la inclusión de personas LGBT en muchas áreas de la vida social, económica y políti-
ca” UCLA School of Law Williams Institute (2019) 
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Note: Own elaboration based on data from UCLA School of  Law  Williams  Institute  (2009)

LGTBIQ+ GLOBAL ACCEPTANCE INDEX 
(2009-2017)

Figure 7

In the labor market, the LGBTIQ+ 
population suffers from stigmati-
zation when recruited to certain 
labor positions and discrimina-
tion once they are hired. In North 
America, it has been found out 
that as compared to young peo-
ple in general the LGBTIQ+ young 
population gets paid lower wages. 
(Prokopenko and Kevins, 2020; 
CIDH, 2015). Even in countries 
with a favorable legal framework 
regarding sexual diversity, includ-
ing norms for the workplace, as 
is the case of the Southern Cone 

countries, social and cultural 
discrimination factors still persist. 
Taking these discriminatory fac-
tors into consideration is key to 
promote well-being and a healthy 
labor life for these young people 
in terms of social security, access 
to employment and a respectful 
climate in the workplace. 

In terms of violent aggressions, 
it has been shown that the LGT-
BIQ+ population is greatly ex-
posed to multiple violations of 
their rights in LAC. They are vic-
tims of physical and verbal ag-
gressions, mistreatment, torture 
and hate crimes, in addition to 
sexual harassment and violence; 
the main perpetrators being state 
security forces (World Bank, 
2020; Barreto, 2020; Griffin and 
Rivera, 2020).
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RURAL AND PEASANT 
POPULATION

2.4

In some LAC countries young 
people tend to be “expelled” from 
the countryside. In general, young 
men and women migrate to cities 
in search of educational and em-
ployment opportunities. This in-
ternal migration is mostly female, 
so that in rural areas there is a 

larger population of young men 
(ECLAC, 2021a). The structural 
gaps between urban and rural ar-
eas are reflected to some extent 
in the indicators that make up the 
synthetic multidimensional pov-
erty index (See Figure 8), which 
captures, besides income, other 

Note: Own elaboration based on the data available in OPHI (2021). The data correspond to measurements that depend on the 
context of each country, and that have been elaborated in different years.  Therefore, they cannot be compared with each other. 
The graph is presented to show the gaps among the various regions. (BO: 2016, BRA: 2015, COL: 2016, RDO: 2014, ECU: 2014, HON: 
2012, MEX: 2016, NIC: 2012, PAR: 2016, PER: 2018).

MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY INDEX IN ELEVEN 
COUNTRIES OF LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

Figure 8

living conditions (Robeyns,2003), 
according to each country’s defi-
nition of well-being. 

However, in recent decades, we 
have also found a reconfiguration 
of rural identity, known as tempo-
rary migration from urban areas, 
particularly in Southern Cone 
countries (Yang, 1994; ILO, 2010), 
that is, a population constantly 
commuting, who live in rural ar-
eas and work in urban centers. 
Moreover, the trend known as re-
verse migration has become more 
intensive in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, particularly 
regarding low-income countries, 
driven by the following 
factors: lack of adequate 
infrastructure to com-
mute and live in cities, 
quantitative and qualita-
tive housing deficits and 
the lack of job opportu-
nities in the cities.

This situation will impose even 
greater challenges to promote 
a satisfactory quality of life and 
meet the needs of the rural pop-
ulation in the coming decades 
(FAO, 2021, Global Land  Pro-
gramme,2020) 
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BRIEF OVERVIEW OF 
PUBLIC POLICIES AND 
SOCIAL PROTECTION 
FOR YOUNG PEOPLE IN 
THE CONTEXT OF THE 
PANDEMIC

3. 
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Social Protection Systems 
(SPS) are fundamental to 
ensure the economic and 
social rights of the population, 
to advance towards the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals, to meet the principles 
set forth in the TUCA’s 
Development Platform of the 
Americas (DPA), to determine 
the necessary guarantees of 
income security and to ensure 
the basic rights defined as the 
social protection floor by the 
ILO (Cechini, et al., 2014,  CFS, 
2021b). 

The already difficult economic 
situation of young women and 
men got worse because of the 
pandemic and the measures 
taken by countries to contain 
the spread of COVID-19. In this 
context, the SPS play a funda-
mental role as the only official 
instruments available to mitigate 
the deterioration in the quality of 
life suffered by vulnerable popu-
lation groups, thus making obvi-
ous the need for their structural 
strengthening in order to address 
the emergency. The short-term 
vision regarding social protection 
in the region causes the struc-
tural shortcomings that the SPS 
have generated over the last 20 
years, thus overlooking the fail-
ures in coordination and financ-
ing, the lack of efficiency and the 
non-reduction of inequality, un-
dermining goals that they were 
supposed to meet. (Cechini,et. 
al., 2015; TUCA, 2021b). 

As the present analysis shows, 
the measures taken in response 
to the COVID-19 crisis were 
insufficient, revealing the frag-
mentation and fragility of the 
institutional structures that sup-
port the SPS in the region. In 
short, the pandemic has made 
visible to a greater extent the 
consequences of neoliberal and 
conservative policies that have 
historically predominated in the 
region, particularly with regard 
to social protection of the young 
population (TUCA, 2021b). On 
the other hand, the insufficient 
social protection measures, de-
spite the relative expansion of 
coverage, have configured a 
heterogeneous regional scenario 
when it comes to government 
responses, which has affected 
sectors of the working class, and 
particularly the majority of the 
young working population. The 
needs of all affected people have 
not been fully taken into consid-
eration, in particular the needs 
of the most vulnerable groups. 
Moreover, monitoring and eval-
uation schemes, that allow to 
find out which programs work 
and which do not, have not been 
properly implemented.
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In the context of the pandemic, 
countries adopted the follow-
ing type of measures: social 
assistance measures, social 
insurance programs and active 
programs for the labor market. 
However, the diverse measures 
taken have failed to contain the 
deterioration in the living con-
ditions of the population, as 
shown by a wider gap between 
formal and informal work, grow-
ing poverty, reduced access to 
education and lack of care for 
children and the elderly, among 
other shortcomings.  

A good part of the social pro-
tection systems in the continent 
are determined by access to the 
labor market3. The pandemic 
destroyed formal jobs and the re-
lated social rights. Young people 
were affected in a particular way, 
with no access to work or so-
cial security and with emergen-
cy social programs that did not 
take them into consideration as 
a specific population. Therefore, 
they were excluded in several 
ways. 

3. Gentilini, et al., (2021), define the following: a. Social assistance measures: cash transfers (conditional or not), social pensions, contri-
butions in kind, school meals, elimination of payments for basic services, and cash for work; b. Social insurance measures: paid leave, 
support for the payment of health insurance, pensions, contributions or subsidies to the payment of social security, severance payments; 
and c. Active programs for the labor market: wage subsidies, measures to strengthen apprenticeship and training, labor regulation and 
diminishing the number of daily working hours. 

In 2020, the insufficient social 
security coverage implemented 
continued to show traditional in-
equalities among countries at the 
sub-regional level. The countries 
of North America implemented 
the highest levels of coverage, as 
well as Uruguay, while Brazil and 
Argentina are close to the Latin 
American average. Coverage in 
Paraguay, on the other hand, is 
similar to that of some countries 
in Central America and the Ca-
ribbean. The Andean Region has 
had insufficient coverage in gen-
eral, while Central America and 
the Caribbean, except Mexico, 
Guyana and Grenada have had 
the lowest coverage rates 
(ILO, 2021b).

An instrument of social protec-
tion that is worth mentioning 
and that reflects those structural 
differences in the American con-
tinent, is unemployment insur-
ance. Most countries do not have 
this policy and, among those that 
do, coverage varies between 4% 
and 40% approximately (with the 
exception of Barbados, which 
registers a coverage of 88%) 
(ILO, 2021b) (Graph 9). 
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In general, it was found that al-
though multiple initiatives were 
deployed, which were either 
created from scratch or expand-
ed benefits and the number 
of beneficiaries under existing 
programs, very few measures 
focused directly and explicitly 
on the coverage and protection 
of young women and men in the 
continent. This shows that the 
young population is largely invis-
ible for the targeting schemes 
of the SPS and, therefore, their 
economic and social rights have 
not been fulfilled.

Another determining pillar of 
economic and social rights is 
undoubtedly education. In that 
sense, the reality of North Amer-
ica is distant from what is hap-
pening in LAC. While in the USA. 
and Canada the gross enrolment 
rate in tertiary education ex-
ceeds 70% (76% in Canada and 
88% in the USA) in the rest of 
the continent access to prima-
ry and secondary education is 
fragmented by socioeconomic 
level. However, the region has 
made progress in terms of years 
of schooling, predominantly for 
women, as shown in Figure 10. 

Only in Peru, El Salvador and 
Guatemala do women have few-
er school years than men. 

Training for work, a fundamental 
tool to guarantee labor insertion, 
is weakly organized in LAC. As 
a result of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, access to education was 
severely affected, particularly 
among the most vulnerable pop-
ulation, due to the lack of access 
to electronic devices and inter-
net connection, thus hindering 
adequate distant education from 
home (UNICEF, 2021).

Finally, the time spent on house-
hold chores and unpaid care 
work by women and men shows 
significant and persistent gender 
inequalities.  Although women’s 
participation in the labor market 
has grown in many countries in 
the region, the    COVID-19 pan-
demic showed that domestic and 
care work are carried out mostly 
by women, replicating traditional 
gender patterns (Figure 11).

Note: Own elaboration based on UNESCO data (2021)

YEARS OF SCHOOLING BY 
GENDER AND REGION

Figure 10

Note: Own elaboration from ILO data  (2021b)

% OF UNEMPLOYED PEOPLE COVERED BY 
UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE (2017/2018)

Figure 9
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Although there is a general de-
crease in birth rates across 
the continent, access to sexual 
education programs is relat-
ed to women’s socioeconomic 
status. While there have been 
an increasing access to con-
traception methods, there are 
still countries in LAC where use, 
knowledge and access is lim-
ited. The COVID-19 pandemic 

Note: Own elaboration based on ILO data (2019)

Weekly hours

TIME SPENT ON UNPAID CARE WORK 
(16 COUNTRIES IN THE AMERICAS)

Figure 11

resulted in widespread deterio-
ration throughout the region. In 
the case of LAC, it is estimated 
that the decrease in the use of 
contraception methods has been 
between 900 thousand and 2.6 
million CYP4 (UNFPA, 2020).

4. CYP (Couple Years of Protection) es el indicador estándar para medir la protección provista por los métodos anticonceptivos en el pe-
ríodo de un año, y se calcula con base en el volumen de anticonceptivos vendidos o distribuidos de manera gratuita durante ese período. 
(UNFPA, 2021)
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 Something similar has happened 
with the rates of gender-based 
violence, which has been called 
“the pandemic in the shadows”. 
According to information from 
18 LAC countries, in 2019, 4,640 
women were victims of femicide, 
with a high number of cases in 
Honduras (6.2), El Salvador (3.3), 
the Dominican Republic (2.7) and 
Bolivia (2.1); these are rates per 
100,000 women (ECLAC, 2021b). 

Most victims have been partic-
ularly women between 24 and 
29 years of age. Preliminary data 
indicate that reports of violence 
against women during the pan-
demic have increased (WHO and 
UNWOMEN, 2020).
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TRADE UNIONS 
AND SOCIAL 
STRUGGLES

4. 
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The general situation 
of trade unionism in 
the Americas is very 
diverse; a long tradition 
of unionization in some 
countries makes a huge 
difference with regard 
to those countries that 
have had difficulties in 
consolidating workers’ 
organizations. According 
to data from Ilosta, 
countries with a long 
trade-union tradition 
have high rates of 
unionization. 

Argentina recorded a rate of 27% 
in 2014 and Uruguay almost 30% 
in 2013, Brazil 18.9% in 2016 and 
Canada 28.4% in 2016. In con-
trast, Colombia shows a rate of 
only 4% to 6% in 2016, and in El 
Salvador and Guatemala the rate 
of unionized workforce stands 
at a low of 1.5%. The vast major-
ity of employed people (workers) 
are not members of any trade 
union. If we could take a look 
at the scenario of young union-
ized workers, much lower rates 
of unionization would be found 
(TUCA, 2020). It should be noted 
that this is not the case of Can-
ada, where the unionization rate 
of young people between 15 and 
24 years of age stood at 23.5% 
in 2020 and even during the 
pandemic has increased by 1% in 
relation to 2019.

Low youth unionization in most 
countries of the Americas, in re-
lation to the overall unionization 
rate, is consistent with the issues 
and difficulties discussed in this 
report. Such issues are experi-
enced by young women and men 

when searching for decent jobs, 
as they rarely enter the world of 
paid labor. This situation is ag-
gravated when it comes to young 
women, young people with di-
verse gender identities, young 
people of African descent, in-
digenous people and young mi-
grants who have not managed to 
get a legal status. This is stated 
in TUCA’s Roadmap to Strength-
en and Transform Trade Unions 
in the Americas (2021):

“The low presence of young peo-
ple in trade unions, and even more 
so among trade union leadership 
is a widespread feature in all 
countries. Trade union member-
ship among young workers is very 
low, in some countries almost 
zero, both because of scarce labor 
insertion of young people (tem-
porary jobs, informal labor, high 
turnover, outsourcing, digital plat-
forms), and because of the great 
difficulties that trade unions face 
up to when it comes to attracting 
young workers” (p.11)
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In the 2015 ILO report, the re-
sults of surveys carried out 
among unionized young workers 
in Latin America showed that 
young women and men mostly 
decided to unionize once they 
had gotten a job, particularly, a 
steady job that ensured labor 
rights (see table 1). This rein-
forces the idea that a unionized 
young worker force can partic-
ularly be found in those sectors 
that allow young workers to get 
such jobs. On the other hand, we 
found a split perception about 
trade unions among the young 
women and men surveyed, 34% 
of them answered that trade 
unions were good, however, this 
is a low figure and may also be 
one of the reasons why young 
women and men are not motivat-
ed to unionize (see table 1). 

As stated in the Roadmap to 
Strengthen and Transform 
Trade Unions in the Americas 
(TUCA, 2021), as well as in the 
base report for the Continen-
tal Conference “Transforming 
and  Strengthening Trade Unions 
to Represent and Organize the 
Entire Working Class” (TUCA, 
2020), the deep transformations 
in the world of labor jointly with 
the technological revolution have 
generated important challenges 
for trade unions, their  traditional 
struggles and slogans, and the 
old forms and requirements for 
affiliation. Young working men 
and women, in general, mostly 
have access to precarious, flex-
ible and multitasking jobs; that 
implies new and different 
ways of struggles to 
meet their needs. In 
this sense, strength-
ening specific 
spheres for young 

people within the trade unions, 
so that they become part of the 
union leadership and they par-
ticipate in collective bargaining, 
will allow to open up the union 
structures making them more 
flexible to meet the changes and 
needs of new generations. In this 
way, new mechanisms can be 

generated that not only attract 
young workers, but also make 
them remain active in their or-
ganizations. Therefore, the work 
of trade unions to reach out to 
young workers remains a major 
challenge, particularly regarding 
the need to change the wrong 
or negative opinions that young 
people have about the trade 
union movement. The challenge 
is to achieve wide participa-
tion of young workers beyond 
the stage of consultation and to 
engage young people in deci-
sion-making instances ensuring 
their political participation within 
trade unions (TUCA, 2021). 

 Note: Own elaboration based on ILO data (2015)

MOMENT OF JOINING A UNION AND YOUNG 
WORKERS’ PERCEPTION OF TRADE UNIONS

Table 1

Time of joining a union

When getting the first
stable/guaranteed job 

Before joining the labor market

When getting the first job 

47,69

10,77

41,54

Youth perception
of trade unions

Good

Bad

Regular

Had no reference

34,85

22,72

25,76

16,67
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Apart from the young work-
ers-trade union relationship in 
the workplace, it is key for trade 
unions to keep up establishing 
close relationships with young 
population movements and their 
demands. The joint struggle of 
trade unions and student organi-
zations is a benchmark in many 
countries of the region, which 
must be continued and strength-
ened. It is of utmost importance 
to extend such relations reaching 
out to organizations where young 
people are represented, such as 
environmental movements, polit-
ical parties and youth networks, 
this is key both to unify forces 
to raise social demands and to 
materialize the participation of 
unions in the struggles where 
young people are active.

The unions on the continent are 
aware of the aforesaid, but ac-
tions to get closer to organiza-
tions and movements of young 
people are still scarce and in-
cipient in many countries, some 
trade unions and trade union 
confederations have maintained 
and strengthened alliances with 
organizations that gather young 
people, particularly regarding 
student organizations, howev-
er, this is still insufficient and 

requires greater efforts on the 
part of our unions, even more so 
when young people become pro-
tagonists of social struggles that 
transcend specific claims. The 
people’s uprisings in Chile and 
Colombia led by young men and 
women showed the need for so-
cial justice. Although the unions 
supported and followed up these 
movements and rallies, it is nec-
essary to improve intermediation 
and propose transversal claims 
and slogans that include the 
needs of young people. In Can-
ada and the United States, trade 
unions also support the strug-
gles of young people for human 
rights, gender and sexual identity 
rights, immigrant rights, and the 
rights of African Americans. In 
this way, efforts can be unified 
and unions can include these so-
cial claims in their agendas and 
demands (TUCA, 2021).

Continental Report 2022 // 5150  // Continental Report 2022 



Over the last 5 years the eco-
nomic situation of the Ameri-
can continent has undergone 
recession and crisis, and al-
though North and Central 
America maintained a stable 
economic process between 
2017 and 2019, they finally 
joined to the general recessive 
trend, their GDPs plummeting 
between 2% (North America) 
and 16,6% (South Cone) 
in 2020. 

There is no doubt that the pan-
demic accelerated the growing 
weakness of the region’s econ-
omies. Consequently, the conti-
nent experienced a significant 
increase in poverty and unem-
ployment.

Moreover, this scenario has pro-
duced strong negative social 
impacts whose long-term effects 
remain to be seen. However, 
within the general population, 
one group has been particu-
larly affected. Young men and 
women (15 to 34 years of age) 
have faced a general drop of 
their already poor quality of life; 
unemployment rates are about 
three times higher than those of 
the general population, and the 
situation in the Southern Cone is 
particularly worrying, where un-
employment among young work-
ers skyrocketed up to 20% in the 
case of Brazil. 

This situation is aggravated by 
certain socio-demographic char-
acteristics of young men and 
women. For example, migration 
in North America is more diverse 

CONCLUSIONS

in terms of age groups, whereas 
in South America the migratory 
flow from Venezuela increasing-
ly consists of young people. The 
same happens in Central Amer-
ica with migrants from coun-
tries in the sub-region, such as 
migrants from Guatemala and 
Honduras moving to Mexico and 
later to the United States, or the 
migrant flows from Caribbean 
nations, such as Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic. This popu-
lation, in general, enters the labor 
market through precarious and 
instable jobs, with low incomes 
and fewer or no labor and social 
security rights.

Certain ethnic population 
groups, such as native or indig-
enous peoples, Afro-Americans 
and gypsies are statistically in-
visible. The data and studies dis-
cussed in this report, show that 
ethnic population groups suffer 
the worst conditions in terms of 
poverty, overcrowding, insuffi-
cient access to drinking water, 
low health coverage and lack of 
education. Their insertion into 
the labor market is much lower 

and less formal than the rest of 
the population. Ethnic women 
are the ones that carry the bur-
den of unpaid work at home or 
domestic work in third-party 
households, which is highly in-
formal. Men, on the other hand, 
tend to find jobs in the construc-
tion sector, as well as seasonal 
jobs. This is also the reason for 
the low social security coverage 
available for this population.

Although there have been ad-
vances when it comes to the 
LGTBIQ+ community rights, in-
equality gaps persist in terms of 
access to work, human rights, 
stigmatization and exposure to 
violence in general. 
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The countryside continues to 
expel women that migrate to the 
cities, in search of better oppor-
tunities and working conditions. 
It has been observed that the 
index that regards the number 
of males in rural areas has in-
creased all over the continent.

Economic and social rights, such 
as access to social security pro-
grams are mostly available to 
those workers who hold formal 
employment, which have be-
come growingly scarce on the 
continent. Young people are a 
population group deprived of the 
right to work and of social rights 
in general, as they mostly get 
black informal jobs with no pro-
tection. In the attempt to allevi-
ate the impacts exerted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the various 
social security programs could 
not respond on equal terms to 
the demands and needs of the 
different population groups. In 
general, almost none of the re-
sponses to alleviate the negative 
effects of the crisis caused by 
the pandemic had the results 
of such responses measured, 
and even to date the coverage 
achieved is not clear. What is 

clear is that young people were 
not targeted by these programs 
and, therefore, the inequality 
gaps had gotten even wider vis-
à-vis the rest of the population, 
making their access to decent 
jobs and education harder, thus 
increasing unemployment rates. 

A phenomenon that persists 
in the continent, and became 
more visible in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, is gender 
inequality. There have been set-
backs in terms of gender equali-
ty, for women continue to spend 
more time on domestic care 
than men, their sexual and repro-
ductive rights suffered greater 
limitations and gender-based 
violence has become rampant. 
Besides, young women femicide 
continues to be the highest. 

The historical situation described 
above where the economy and 
labor conditions have increas-
ingly deteriorated, has affected 
young workers who find it more 
difficult to find stable and well-
paid jobs and prevents them 
from complying with their right 
to unionize, integrate and active-
ly participate in trade unions

Such a situation is an urgent call 
to these organizations to change 
their strategies and reach out 
to this young population. On 
the one hand, unions need to 
rethink their membership strat-
egies given the precarious type 
of contracts under which young 
people are employed. In the 
same vein, unions should allow 
young people to actively par-
ticipate in trade unions, provid-
ing young workers with spaces 
that allow them to include their 
particular interests and strug-
gles, which may differ from the 

classical trade union struggles 
and slogans. On the other hand, 
trade unions should strength-
en alliances with organizations 
where young people belong in 
order to join forces in transver-
sal struggles that gather young 
people, including causes such as 
LGTBQ+ rights, migration rights 
and access to formal education, 
among others.
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