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Half of humankind is now under 25 years of age and largely urban, and yet youth exclusion features as a major aspect of the 
“urban divide” that gives its theme to UN-HABITAT’s State of the World Cities 2010/2011. This companion Report, the first of 
its kind, focuses on the dynamics of youth exclusion currently at work in four developing regions.
 
This State of the Urban Youth 2010/2011 report combines the latest academic and policy research with new statistics from  
UN-HABITAT’ Global Urban Observatory. The perceptions of over 700 youth in five representative cities, as collected through 
a survey and local discussion groups, help pinpoint the factors behind unequal opportunities in the economic, social, political 
and cultural spheres. 

The Report finds that predetermined circumstances like gender, parents’ education and location influence inequality of 
opportunity among young people, and that good-quality education is a major factor of equality. Another major finding is that 
higher school enrolment ratios boost economic growth some 15 years down the road, although improved literacy rates do not 
always result in proportional job opportunities for all.

Unequal opportunities call for a more level playing field for urban youth.  This Report recommends enhanced awareness of 
youth issues among policymakers at all levels of government, so that policies espouse the multidimensional nature of youth 
opportunity. Special emphasis must be laid on good-quality education, particularly for young females. Protection of youth 
must combine with the promotion of their voice and empowerment if they are to move to the kind of responsible, fulfilling 
citizenship that will help shape a better collective future for all.
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Foreword

Never have so many young people around the 
world been so healthy and literate, but the 
opportunities attached to the unprecedented 
prosperity of our cities keep eluding too many of 

them. That so many of those in charge of our collective future 
are denied the right to fulfilling lives and remain consigned to 
the sordid urban dead ends known as slums comes as a major 
challenge to sustainable development policies.

At this unique juncture in history where half of humankind 
is under 25 years of age, youth exclusion features as a major 
aspect of the “urban divide” that gives its theme to UN-
HABITAT’s 2010/11 State of the World Cities report. 
What experts refer to as the “youth bulge” in today’s global 
demography is as good an opportunity as any to launch this 
companion State of Urban Youth report which, from now on 
and every other year, will sharpen the more general focus of 
the main flagship report.

This Youth Report, the first of its kind, comes in response 
to calls from young peoples’ organizations across the world. 
The fact that these requests were heard, and subsequently 
endorsed by an attentive Governing Council in 2009, is 
testament to this organization’s, and more generally the UN 
system’s, ability to respond to emerging global challenges with 
an appropriate mix of well-informed analysis and realistic 
policy recommendations.

As is the case with the main State of the World Cities document, 
the analysis in this Youth Report combines the latest available 
policy and academic research with the opinions voiced by 
well-selected local focus groups in a number of representative 
cities. This cross-regional survey of five cities where a gaping 
“urban divide” urgently needs bridging also scrutinizes the 
determinants of youth opportunity and inequality. The main 
finding is that unequal access is a phenomenon that begins in 
childhood and continues into youth, and then into adulthood 
through inequality in income, employment and housing. 

Consistent with the “rights-based” approach endorsed in the 
main report, the five-city survey reflects local young people’s 
perceptions of the extent to which the “right to the city” is 
effective in its four dimensions – political, economic, social 
and cultural – in their respective day-to-day environments. 
Survey returns suggest that persistent inequality of opportunity 
deprives youth of their rights to the city, and that promoting 
equal access to shelter, education and services results in more 
stable and cohesive societies. Education appears as a major 
determinant of equal opportunities, and the “right to the 
city” is more effective for those who have access to services 
and education early in life.

Equality of opportunity requires a “leveling of the playing 
field”, so that circumstances that are beyond an individual’s 
control do not adversely influence her/his life chances. 
Predetermined circumstances such as gender, parents’ 
education, father’s occupation and the location where one was 
brought up determine outcome opportunities in adulthood. 
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This Report confirms that more education results in more 
opportunities. Access to school is largely determined by 
economic factors (costs) that ultimately depend on political 
will (fee exemptions, etc.). Just as relevant is the quality of 
education, which can also be affected by predetermined 
factors like class, race and social status.

Like the main report, this one also confirms the negative role of 
gender disparities in education. Following from the  findings, 
this Report makes a number of policy recommendations. 
These include a call on governments to allocate more resources 
to education and to target special support at underprivileged 
and more vulnerable groups. The Report also advocates a 
review of those Millennium Development Goals that address 
young people and education.   

Another major finding in this Report is that access to land and 
safe urban space is important for the protection, voice and 
empowerment of young people, it calls on public authorities 
to meet these needs for safe peer exchange. The findings in 
this Report also have a significant potential bearing on UN-
HABITAT’S own youth policies and programmes. Taking 
advantage of training and education opportunities represents 
both an acquisition of skills and a capacity builder for urban 
youth. The main challenge for youth training programmes 
has to do with the way young people market and use skills 
once they have acquired them. 

In its own effort to broaden the scope of opportunities 
for underprivileged urban youth around the world, UN-
HABITAT is extending the reach of its partnerships beyond 
local authorities and civil society. With its recently-launched 
Opportunities Fund for Youth-Led Development, our 
organization supports dynamic young individuals who 
demonstrate the determination to put their entrepreneurial 
skills at the service of local communities – in the process 
helping to pave the way for environmentally and socially 
sustainable, inclusive cities. 

Since humankind today is younger than it has ever been, our 
collective future will, more than ever, be shaped by today’s 
youth. In this sense, this fledgling 21st century belongs to 
young people. If we want our, the older generation’s, legacy 
to endure for the decades to come, let us make sure that we 
pass it on to those billions of able young hands that are only 
waiting for the opportunity.

Anna K. Tibaijuka
Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director
United Nations Human Settlements Programme
(UN-HABITAT)
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A summary profile of the 
five cities under review

This report is based on data from UN-HABITAT’s 
Global Urban Indicator Database, as well as surveys 
of, and focus group discussions with, selected 
representative groups of young people in five 

major cities located in four developing regions: Rio de Janeiro 
(Brazil), Mumbai (India), Kingston (Jamaica), Nairobi 
(Kenya) and Lagos (Nigeria).  The following is a summary 
profile of the countries and cities under review. 

The population of Brazil is estimated in 2010 at 195 million1 
with a density2 of 22.4 per sq. km. The urban population was 
163 million in 2007, with 28 per cent (or 45.7 million) living 
in slums3.  Rio de Janeiro is the second largest city in Brazil 
with an approximate population of 6.1 million4.  The youth 
population in Brazil (10-24 years) is 51.7 million, which is 27 
per cent of the total5.  Rio is host to approximately 1 million 
young people (between 15 and 24 years old), or 17.4 per cent 
of the total6. 

Rio de Janeiro is also known for its “favelas”.7  These can be 
traced to the end of the 19th century with the abolition of 
slavery and with rural migration. There are over 1,000 favelas 
in the city, housing approximately 20 per cent of the total 
population8. 

Brazil’s GDP per capita is equivalent to US $4,274, and Rio 
contributes 5.5 per cent to the aggregate figure. The city ranks 
second nationally for industrial production and financial 
services, trailing only São Paulo. Having been the federal 
capital before Brasilia took over, metropolitan Rio is still host 
to many corporate headquarters9.  

By comparison with nationwide averages, the city enjoys high 
rates of education and employment10, which partly conceal 
high degrees of income/consumption inequality.11

India is one of the most populous nations in the world, 
being host to approximately 1.21 billion12   in  2010, with a 
population density of 378.3 per sq. km13.  The urban population 
is 341 million, of which 32.1 per cent (or 109 million) live 
in slums14.  Mumbai is the capital of Maharashtra, a large 
highly industrialized, progressive state which until a decade 

ago reported remarkable progress on social and economic 
indices. 

India’s GDP per capita is equivalent to US $68615, but it 
is three times as high in Mumbai, the country’s business 
capital. Under the British Protectorate, Mumbai owed its 
development as a commercial, trade and communication hub 
to its strategic location. With the advent of textile mills in the 
19th century, Mumbai also attracted rural migrants from the 
hinterland and from across India, making up the blend of 
regional, linguistic, ethnic and class diversity that remains its 
defining feature. 

Jamaica has an estimated population of 2.7 million16 
(density17: 247.1 per sq. km) in 2010, of which 50 per cent are 
urban. The proportion of urban residents living in slum areas 
is 60 per cent (or 855,000).18 Kingston, Jamaica’s capital city, 
was host to 666,200 people in 2008, or a quarter of Jamaica’s 
total population. The country’s youth (10-24 years) numbers 
800,00019, or some 30 per cent of the total population.

Jamaica’s GDP per capita is US $3,86120. Kingston is a 
busy port – the seventh largest in the world. Downtown on 
the harbour are many of the poorest areas, including slum 
communities. The share of the wealthiest quintile in national 
consumption has remained stable at around 45 per cent since 
1990, while the share of the poorest quintile has remained 
between 6 and 7 per cent, suggesting that economic exclusion 
in Jamaica is entrenched. The services sector is becoming 
more and more dominant, employing 65 per cent of the 
labour force in 2008. Kingston has the highest concentration 
of labour, with a quarter of the country’s population but a 
third of its labour force.

The total population of Kenya stood at 28 million by the latest 
available (1999) census, of which 2.1 million in the capital, 
Nairobi. The 2010 nationwide estimate is 40 million21, 
with a population density22  of 65.9 per sq. km. The urban 
population was about 8 million in 2007, of which 54.8 per 
cent (or 4.3 million) live in slums23.  Today, estimates are that 
Nairobi alone is host to over 4 million. The youth population 
(10-24 years) is 12.2 million, or 35 per cent of the nation’s 
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total24.  At the time this Report went to print, the results of  
Kenya’s most recent census (concluded in August 2009) were 
yet to be published. 

Kenya’s GDP per capita is US $45925.  Nairobi is an 
international, regional, national and local hub for commerce, 
transport, culture, regional cooperation and economic 
development. As many as 25 per cent of the national labour 
force and 43 per cent of total urban workers are employed in 
Nairobi, which generates over 45 per cent of Kenya’s GDP26.  
Nairobi features one of the highest annual growth rates of all 
other cities in Africa. 

The population of Nigeria in 2010 is estimated at 158 
million27  with a density28  of 162.5 per sq. km. Youth (10-24 
years) account for over 34 per cent (or 45.4 million) of the 
total29.  Nearly half the country’s population (or 70.5 million) 
lived in urban areas in 2007, of which 64.2 per cent (or 45.3 
million) in slums30. 

Lagos stands as the most populous city in Nigeria, being host 
to 36.8 per cent of the total urban population. The precise 
demographic data for Lagos is highly controversial, as the 
Lagos state’s population of 9 million31  is deemed to be grossly 
underestimated. The Lagos state government maintains that 
its population is not inferior to 17.5 million. The United 
Nations estimates that at its present growth rate of 6-8 per 
cent, Lagos state will be the third largest mega-city in the 
world by 2015 (after Tokyo and Mumbai), with a population 
of over 25 million32.

Nigeria’s GDP per capita is equivalent to US $473.33 Lagos is 
the country’s commercial and economic capital, and is host to 
the regional headquarters of many international firms. From 
an ethnic point of view, the city is like Nigeria in miniature 
as about every ethnic group in the country is represented 
there.34
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Background Data on the  
Countries under Review

Gross Enrolment Ratio (Primary) 2007

Brazil 137

India 112

Jamaica 95

Kenya 106

NIGERIA 97

Source: World Bank (2009)

Net Enrolment Ratio (Primary) 2007

Brazil 94

India 89

Jamaica 90

Kenya 75

Nigeria 63

Source: World Bank (2009) 

Gross Enrolment Ratio (Secondary) 2007

Brazil 105

India 55

Jamaica 87

Kenya 50

Nigeria 32

Source: World Bank (2009)

Net Enrolment Ratio (Secondary) 2007

Brazil 79

India Not Available

Jamaica 78

Kenya 43

Nigeria N/A

 Source: World Bank (2009)

Gross Enrolment Ratio (Tertiary) 2007

Brazil 25

India 12

Jamaica N/A

Kenya N/A

Nigeria 10

Source: World Bank (2009)

Youth Population Aged 10-24 – 2006

Brazil 51,700,000

India 331,100,000

Jamaica 800,000

Kenya 12,200,000

Nigeria 45,400,000

Source: Population Reference Bureau (2009)

Youth Population Aged 10-24 (% of total)  2006

Brazil 27

India 30

Jamaica 30

Kenya 35

Nigeria 34

Source: Population Reference Bureau (2009)

Population Density 2007 (per square km)

Brazil 22.4

India 378.3

Jamaica 247.1

Kenya 65.9

Nigeria 162.5

Source: World Bank (2009)
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Urban Population at Mid-Year by Major Area, Region and Country (thousands)

1990 1995 2000 2005 2007

Brazil 111,851 125,685 141,404 157,369 163,462

India 219,758 253,774 289,438 325,563 341,247

Jamaica 1,171 1,258 1,342 1,413 1,439

Kenya 4,273 5,193 6,167 7,384 7,982

Nigeria 33,325 42,372 53,048 65,270 70,539

Source: UN-HABITAT (2010c)

Proportion of urban population living in slum areas (%)

1990 1995 2000 2005 2007

Brazil 36.7 34.1 31.5 29 28

India 54.9 48.2 41.5 34.8 32.1

Jamaica N/A N/A N/A 60.5 N/A

Kenya 54.9 54.8 54.8 54.8 54.8

Nigeria 77.3 73.5 69.6 65.8 64.2

Source: UN-HABITAT (2010c)

Urban Slum Population at Mid-Year by Major Area, Region and Country (thousands) 

1990 1995 2000 2005 2007

Brazil 40,998 42,856 44,601 45,613 45,708

India 120,746 122,376 120,117 113,223 109,501

Jamaica N/A N/A N/A 855 N/A

Kenya 2,345 2,848 3,379 4,044 4,370

Nigeria 25,763 31,127 36,930 42,928 45,309

Source: UN-HABITAT (2010c)

GDP 2007  (constant 2000 US$) (billion) 

Brazil 812, 6

India 771,1

Jamaica 10,3

Kenya 17,2

Nigeria 69,9
Source: World Bank (2009)

GDP per capita, 2007 (Constant 2000 US$)  

Brazil 4,273.97

India 685.55

Jamaica 3,861.50

Kenya 459.58

Nigeria 472.90
Source: World Bank (2009)
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Key Findings of the Report

This Report is based on a survey of the historical and 
generational determinants of youth opportunity 
inequality and deprivation across different 
interconnected spheres of urban activity in five 

representative cities in four developing regions (Africa, Asia,  
Latin America and the Caribbean). The survey results strongly 
suggest that the degree of outcome inequality (such as earnings 
and assets) that defines youth exclusion or inclusion in urban 
life is highly related to the (un)equal opportunities that occur 
in successive life stages. 

Unequal access often begins in childhood and continues 
into youth and adulthood, perpetuating the disadvantage 
faced in the early years. Inequality in access to basic education 
as well as the quality of schooling often leads to opportunity 
deprivations in terms of income, employment and housing. 
Unequal opportunities exacerbate exposure to the risk factors 
that undermine young people’s development into respon-
sible, accomplished adults. In the long term, persistent and 
subsequent intergenerational inequity deprives youth of their 
political, economic, social and cultural rights to the city. The 
nurturing and protection of young people through equal ac-
cess to shelter, education and services during childhood and 
the transition to adulthood is a capital investment that is es-
sential to stable and cohesive societies. 

Equality of opportunity requires a leveling of the playing 
field  so that circumstances that are beyond the control of an 
individual do not adversely influence their life chances. The 
following are the key findings of this State of  the Urban Youth 
2010/11.

1. Predetermined circumstances impact on 
youth inequality of opportunity

These are issues that a young person has no control over but 
which exert life-determining effects on the trajectory of their 
outcome opportunities as adults. These factors are critical to 
eventual opportunity outcomes. Predetermined circumstances 
include gender, parents’ education, father’s occupation as well 
as the location where an individual grew up.

2. Education is a key determinant of  
opportunity equality 

According to the UN-HABITAT 2009 Urban Youth Sur-
vey, cities offer young people with higher levels of education 
greater opportunities to integrate into urban life than they do 
for the less educated. These findings point to education, espe-
cially for females, as a key driver in accessing the opportunities 
that come with urban life and taking advantage of them. 

3. Inequality is, to a significant extent, 
determined by the quality of education

Outcome inequality is to a significant extent determined by 
the quality of education. Inequality of educational opportuni-
ty obtains when the quality of education available to children 
is determined by an individual’s class, gender, race or social 
status. A broad set of family resource factors, such as location 
of home (slum vs. non-slum), income and father’s earnings 
contribute to compound social inequality. 

4. Opportunity inequality is driven by  
asymmetric political structures

Schooling and institutions regulating access to enrolment 
in developing countries to some extent contribute to the class 
and social divide in urban areas. Educational opportunity is 
driven by unequal and asymmetric political decisionmaking 
structures whereby youth from poorer backgrounds tend to 
bear the brunt of national and local policies. According to 
the UN-HABITAT survey across the five cities under review, 
60 per cent of youth with primary level education are denied 
equality of opportunity, compared with over 40 per cent of 
university-educated youth, with children from slums and poor 
backgrounds the most affected. Availability of schools in ur-
ban areas does not automatically result in higher enrolment 
numbers. Families in slum communities often cannot afford 
school because the combined cost of fees, textbooks and uni-
forms is prohibitive.



St
a

t
e

 of


 t
h

e
 World







’s
 C

it
ie

s 
20

09
/2

01
0

xiv

5. Gender disparities in educational  
achievement lead to unequal opportunities

Gender disparities in educational attainment persist at the 
secondary and tertiary levels. There are also disparities in 
school drop-out rates, with young women predominating due 
(largely) to adolescent pregnancies as well as socio-cultural 
pressures against continuing education to higher levels. There 
is a negative relationship between female secondary enrolment 
in 1990 and income inequality in 2005. In other words, early 
investment in female education can directly reduce income 
inequality in later stages. 

6. Higher enrolment numbers in 1990 lead to 
lower inequalities in 2005

 Macroeconomic analysis shows that countries with higher 
levels of primary, secondary and tertiary enrolment tend to 
record lower degrees of income inequality  15 years later. 

7. Higher primary enrolment ratios in 1990 
boost GDP in 2005

Relatively higher primary enrolment ratios in 1990 were 
found to affect gross domestic product (GDP) in 2005, which 
in turn resulted in lower Gini coefficients of income/con-
sumption disparities. The conclusion from UN-HABITAT 
research is that higher enrolment in primary, secondary and 
tertiary education leads to a reduction in income inequalities 
after a period of time.

8. Parents’ education determines youth 
opportunity inequality

 Parents’ education, and particularly mothers’, is a signifi-
cant factor in youth educational and outcome opportunities. 
The UN-HABITAT survey shows that uneducated youth 
from poor homes and poor neighbourhoods (slums) tend 
to be the most excluded in their cities. Parents’ low levels of 
education tend to perpetuate intergenerational underachieve-
ment. The UN-HABITAT survey found a strong relationship 
between girls’ primary education and mothers’ education in 
urban areas. Educated mothers promote their own children’s 
education. However, the literacy gap between poor and rich 
households persists, largely due to skewed public spending by 
governments as well as to parents’ asset deprivation.

9. Improved literacy rates have not resulted in 
proportional job opportunities

Improved literacy rates and educational achievement have 
not resulted in greater employment opportunities for young 
people. Millions are either jobless or in unproductive employ-
ment. Current statistics point to alarming numbers of “idle” 
youth, i.e., neither in school nor at work, in Latin America, 
Africa and Asia. 

10. Education and early access to services make 
the “right to the city” more effective

Those young people who benefit from basic services during 
childhood tend to have  access to better-quality primary edu-
cation. They also tend to have the highest opportunities to ac-
cess political office, and therefore take advantage of networks 
and social status to secure political opportunities.

Policy Recommendations

Policies must recognize youth as a period of identity-
building and transition to responsible citizenship 

If young people are effectively to move to responsible citi-
zenship in their adult lives, they must be safe, healthy and en-
gaged in a positive way in their transition years. Government 
must enshrine this vision in national plans and policies.

Youth-responsive policy and institutions require dedicated 
capacity-building among urban decisionmakers and youth 

Local leaders, councillors, mayors and municipal officials 
require training in two crucial areas: (a) youth participation 
in strategic city planning and budgetary procedures, and (b) 
facilitating partnerships with major stakeholders.

Policies and resources must focus more on education, 
especially for young females

Significant gender disparities in secondary and tertiary (es-
pecially female) enrolment must be remedied by targeted pub-
lic policies. 

Review the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
related to youth education targets

Ten years after the MDGs were first set, it is time for a re-
view as far as young people are concerned, and to mobilize 
more resources. 

Opportunity inequality should receive special attention

Institutional mechanisms must be set up to mitigate the dis-
advantages resulting from predetermined circumstances and 
reduce the effects of intergenerational inequity.

Match education and training to the skills in demand on 
the labour market

Providing youth with employable skills and decent work is 
a challenge for both the public and the private sectors, and 
non-formal delivery has a role to play.
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Policy responses must espouse the multidimensional 
nature of youth opportunity   

National sectoral policies do not address youth opportu-
nity issues, even where youth are predominant in urban con-
stituencies. Social inequalities in education and nutrition are 
certain to impair productive and other individual capacities. 
Responsiveness to youth needs across policy areas demands 
cross-sector coordination. 

Collect systematic and consistent urban youth data 

Most publicly available national surveys or indicators of 
well-being are based on household data but analyses of ur-
ban youth-  specific issues are rare. This must be remedied, 
especially with regard to young people and other marginalized 
groups. 

Access to land and safe urban space is important for the 
protection, voice and empowerment of urban youth 

Young people need places where they are sheltered, protect-
ed and mentored into the democratic and economic processes, 
paving the way for a united urban youth lobby and support 
system. 

Need for better health policies 

Reducing inequality of opportunity will require better 
health policies and more resource allocation to healthcare; at 
the same time, inequality of health opportunities is largely 
determined by shelter conditions, and therefore can also be 
tackled though proportionally higher resources for reduction 
of shelter deprivation in slums. 

Specific policies for Shelter deprivation

Policymakers must deploy differentiated policies that target 
the multidimensional nature of shelter deprivation and its 
interconnections with a variety of health and educational 
opportunity inequalities. For instance, a special Educational 
Fund should be set up for youth growing in slums, with 
special attention to girls’ education.

UN-HABITAT’S Opportunities fund beneficiaries
© UN-HABITAT
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Youth Opportunities
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Dharavi Slum, Mumbai: The largest in Asia, with 1 million people and annual  
turnover of US$665 million per year 
© UN-HABITAT
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The universally accepted notions of justice, equity and 
fairness imply that every member of society is provided 
with a “level playing field” in terms of opportunities for the 
development of their potential and optimization of their 
welfare.  Far from being an outcome, “equity” is a process 
built upon the concept of equal opportunity1.  According 
to Roemer,2 equity demands an “equal opportunity 
policy”. He argues that although individuals bear some 
responsibility for their own welfare, they are also affected 
by circumstances over which they have no control. Public 
policy should, therefore, aim at equalizing “advantages” 
among people from groups with different circumstances, 
and increasing the “fairness” of social processes. If the 
outcomes then turn out to be unequal, they are still fair.

This State of the Urban Youth 2010/2011, the first of its 
kind, focuses largely on the unaddressed issue of inequality 
of opportunity in relation to the more widely known and 
equally important concept of inequality of outcome, that is, 
relative poverty. 

The latter is usually measured in terms of consumption and 
income, while inequality of opportunity deals mostly with 
equity. The widening divide between the wealthiest and the 
poorest, and the increasing difficulty in achieving anticipated 
income convergence, suggest that development policies and 
interventions should take more seriously the targeting of 
opportunities for the most vulnerable in any given society. 
Policies must provide a “level playing field” for the more 
disadvantaged, including children, youth and women, an 
issue that is now taking on greater urgency in the development 
debate. 

A growing body of literature over time3 shows that 
predetermined circumstances over which an individual child 
or young person has no control over do exert a profound, 
life-determining impact on the trajectory of his or her 
outcome opportunities as an adult. These predetermined 
factors include gender, parents’ education, father’s occupation  
and the location where an individual grew up. These 
factors are critical to the eventual opportunity outcomes. 

1.0 Introduction

Equality refers to a situation where different people share at least one and the same characteristic feature. Similarity does not 
mean wholesale sameness, and this distinction is at the root of the principle of non-discrimination which in turn forms the basis 
of fundamental or human rights. 

Subsuming as it does the notions of respect and non-discriminating treatment, equality has long been closely associated with 
justice and more specifically, for the past century or so, with what is now known as “distributive justice”. This refers to the 
proper allocation of wealth, power, rewards, etc., between different people or groups thereof. 

Inclusion refers to a non-discriminating dispensation across a whole community. Such non-discrimination also involves the possi-
bility of individual self-fulfillment and exercise of one’s capacities, which in turn largely depends on factors like family, education, 
health and social capital. These circumstances and factors combine with individual capacities to determine the opportunities a 
person will have in the course of their lives, and particularly during their early, formative years.

Equality of opportunity features prominently in contemporary theories of distributive justice. It calls for mitigation (through re-
distribution mechanisms) of those predetermined circumstances (gender, race, family background, education, etc.) over which 
a young person has no control, but which can hinder their chances of leading a fulfilling life. Such mitigation opens up a “level 
playing field” for all, privileged or underprivileged. It is then for individuals freely to choose whether and how to make the most 
of this “just” framework for interaction with society. Since equality of opportunity allows for differences in individual abilities, 
efforts and aspirations, it does not necessarily lead to equal outcomes – but these at least can be deemed to be fair.

Box 1.1 Equality, opportunities and the “level playing field”

In the state of nature...all men are born equal,  
but they cannot continue in this equality.  
Society makes them lose it, and they  
recover it only by the protection of the law. 
Charles de Montesquieu 
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For instance, access to clean water, sanitation, electricity and 
completion of high school respectively influence the quality 
of nutrition, health, ability to read and propensity to attain 
higher levels of education. Low levels of parental education 
tend to perpetuate intergenerational under-achievement. 
Recent findings show that between 25 and 50 per cent of 
the income inequality observed among adults in Latin 
America results from life circumstances faced at an early age.4 

Inequality of opportunity and inequality of outcome have 
accentuated the growth of non-inclusive and unequal cities.

This Report comes as a companion to UN-HABITAT’s State 
of the World’s Cities 2010/20115 which focuses on “Bridging 
the urban divide”. That broader-encompassing report analyses 
the dynamics of economic growth and urban inequality, 
urban poverty and shelter deprivations within cities. The 
purpose of the report is to understand and appreciate the 
relationship between poverty, inequality, slum formation 
and economic growth, and in the next step to formulate 
and implement all-inclusive programmes and policies that 
can guide stakeholders in building inclusive and equal cities. 

 The State of the World’s Cities 2010/2011 defines an 
inclusive city as one with the following characteristics:

i.	 Social Inclusion provides all citizens regardless of race, 
ethnicity, gender or socio-economic status with adequate 
housing and decent basic services, facilitating equal 
access to social amenities and public goods that are 
essential to promote the general and environmental well-
being of all residents.

ii. 	 Political Inclusion protects citizens’ rights and freedom, 
and promotes social and political participation that 
contributes to more relevant and democratic decision 
making.

iii.	 Economic Inclusion fosters economic development by 
way of equal opportunities for business development and 
access to employment, promoting pro-poor economic 
policies. 

iv.	 Cultural Inclusion promotes social integration and 
celebrates diversity. It values people’s cultural rights, 
recognizing the human capital of all segments of society, 
and looks to enhance them through creative expression. 

Teenage girls enjoying their sewing class in Kabul, Afghanistan 
© D. O’Reilly
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1.1 Focus of this State of Urban Youth 
2010/2011 

The broad rationale behind this Youth Report is a systematic 
review of empirical evidence of unequal opportunities across 
selected cities in Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean and Asia. 
This involved a study of the institutional and organizational 
capacity underlying the four essential dimensions of equality: 
social, political, economic and cultural. The aim is to draw 
national and international attention to this very critical issue 
that has lasting and intergenerational implications for society. 

1.2 Methodology and Analytical 
Framework

In order to achieve the above objectives, both quantitative 
and qualitative data collection methods were used in the 
study. Questionnaires helped to capture the four dimensions 
of equality as well as the institutional and organizational 
issues that are critical to effective equality and equity in 
five selected, representative cities: Kingston, Jamaica; 
Lagos, Nigeria; Nairobi, Kenya; Mumbai, India; and Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil. Focus group discussions complemented 

Factor Variables

Predetermined Circumstances Sex of respondent

Race, ethnicity, caste, disability, etc.

Family Resources and Location Childhood residence

Access to basic services (health care, electricity, water and sanitation)

Intergenerational Inequalities Father’s education

Mother’s education

Inequality of Opportunities Quality of primary education

Educational attainment of respondents

Table 1.1: Variables used in the UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

             answers to the questionnaire, involving 20 to 25 
selected participants in each city. The quantitative data include 
the actual achievements of the various cities in the four areas 
of equality under focus, as perceived by the local young 
people who participated in the survey and the focus groups. 

The analytical framework behind this Report is depicted 
in Figure 1.1. The variables used in the framework 
are grouped into the following four main factors: 

Predetermined Circumstances •	

Family Resources and Location •	

Intergenerational Inequalities•	

Inequality of Opportunities •	

These factors are used to identify and analyse the variables 
that affect the four essential dimensions of inclusiveness and 
equality in cities. The actual variables used in the analysis are 
listed in Table 1.1.

In Table 1.1, “Predetermined Circumstances” involves 
variables such as gender and caste. These are determined by 
birth, and in normal circumstances they remain unchanged. 

Outcomes Inequalities

Predetermined 
Circumstances

Inequality of 
Opportunities

Intergenerational 
Inequalities

Family Resources  
and Location

Figure 1.1: The Analytical Framework
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These circumstances can influence inequality but the 
reverse does not hold. In this Report, “Family Resources and 
Location” includes variables that can negatively or positively 
affect the degree of a family’s social inclusion, namely: 
“Childhood Residence” and “Access to Basic Facilities” such 
as electricity, tenure, health care, water and sanitation. 

The third factor is the “Intergenerational Inequalities”, 
i.e., any disparities that are related to individual families and 
are passed on from one generation to another. These include 
parents’ education and income levels. Finally, the “Inequality 
of Opportunities” factor includes variables that reflect 
deprivation of those opportunities that are mainly related 
to young people’s education, including quality of primary 
education and attainment. These four factors are expected to 
influence the four dimensions of urban inclusiveness. 

1.3 The Basic Dynamics of  Youth 
inequalities

1.3.1 Predetermined Circumstances

Urban poverty and inequality are inseparable from social 
exclusion processes.  Social exclusion denies certain groups 
equal access to resources (economic, cultural and political) 
and prevents them from enjoying the same opportunities 
as other groups to improve their living standards. Growing 
numbers of young urban residents are bypassed by key 
political, social and economic processes. On occasion these 
young residents express their sense of frustration in ways that 
undermine urban cohesion and stability. Inequality features 
a number of intergenerational characteristics that are “passed 
on” across generations, depending on the extent to which 
the negative consequences of predetermined circumstances 
and issues like resources race or ethnicity, region of birth and  
parental education are circumscribed. 

Gender, family wealth and quality of education are 
considered to be further determinants of inequality of 
opportunity.

In this Report, predetermined circumstances like gender 
and caste are exogenous to the respondents and are expected 
to affect practically all the four types of inequalities, both 
positively or negatively. For instance, de Barros et al. 6 show that 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, ethnicity and birthplace 
are not strong determinants of unequal economic opportunity. 
Family background variables, such as parents’ education and 
father’s occupation, are predominant. Education features as a 
major factor behind the unequal outcomes evidenced in this 
Report and therefore requires closer attention, including its 
strong connection to gender (see Box 1.2).

This goes to show that education plays a determinant role 
in increased incomes, improved health and nutrition and 
overcoming some aspects of poverty. Regrettably, inequalities 
are also generational, as children of poor parents tend to have 
unequal access to education, health and incomes.8 A study 
conducted in Ecuador showed that maternal education had 
far-reaching effects on the next generation. Similarly, another 
United Nations report found that the probability of children’s 
enrolment in schools increased as a function of mother’s 
educational level.9

Youth from different parts of the world on International Youth Day, 2007,Nairobi, 
Kenya © UN-HABITAT

Over the past few decades, many developing countries 
have dramatically reduced gender gaps in primary and 
secondary education, as well as in literacy rates. UNESCO 
defines literacy as “the ability to identify, understand, in-
terpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed 
and written materials associated with varying contexts. 
Literacy involves a continuum of learning to enable an 
individual to achieve his or her goals, to develop his or 
her knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in 
the wider society.”7 Education is universally recognized as 
one of the best ways of enhancing women’s status. In 
this regard, Millennium Development Goal target 3a calls 
on governments to “eliminate gender disparity in primary 
and secondary education preferably by 2005, and at all 
levels by 2015.” Female education results not just in in-
dividual development of personal potential and abilities, 
but is also beneficial to a country as a whole.

Box 1.2  Education and Gender Inequality
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Figure 1.1 displays the Global Gender Gap Index as it stood in 2008 across the world’s regions. Despite its achievements so 
far, sub-Saharan Africa is still rated last for gender equality in education.

1.3.2 Family Resources and Location

Childhood residence and availability of resources to access 
basic services are also expected to influence the four types 
of inequality, although the impact could be more visible 
on economic, social and cultural inequalities. Lack of basic 
facilities could have adverse effects on the physical and mental 
growth of a child, which in turn could result in inability 
to access social, economic and cultural networks. Thus, 
respondents who spent their childhoods in more favourable 
locations with access to basic facilities are expected to feel 
more integrated with the rest of society.      

De Barros et. al.10 have assessed the degrees of inequality 
of opportunity in Latin America and the Caribbean using 
two techniques: (1) the Human Opportunity Index, to 
measure differences in opportunity among children; and (2) 
estimates of the share of current outcome inequalities that 
can be accounted for by circumstances that are beyond an 
individual’s control. The first technique enables the authors 
to take the inequality debate a step further, focusing on 
inequality of opportunities for children rather than inequality 
of outcomes for adults. The issue here is not about equality, 
which de Barros et al. construct as equal rewards – i.e., 
equal chances for all.11 The authors’ major concern is for the 
influence of personal circumstances on children’s access to the 
basic services that are necessary for a productive life. Basic 
services in this case include:

•	 access to water, sanitation and electricity 

•	 completion of sixth grade at school (a proxy for access to 
basic education)

•	 school attendance at ages 10-14 (a proxy for access to late 
primary and early secondary education). 

The authors consider these indicators as a subset of goods 
and services available to children and, therefore, as significant 
factors behind their economic advancement in life. 

What, then, is the influence of personal circumstances – 
parents’ education, family per capita income, gender, family 
structure (number of siblings, single-parent households and 
area of residence (urban vs. rural) – on access to basic services?  
To answer this question, experts have devised a human 
opportunity index for each of the 19 largest Latin American 
countries, based on data from nationally representative 
household surveys that represent 200 million children and 
range between 1995 and 2005.12 This provides an overall 
picture of the degree of (in)equality prevailing in any given 
society. 

1.3.3 Intergenerational inequalities

An important premise, when exploring inclusion and 
equity, is that opportunity deprivation and inequity affect a 
young person’s status across different though interconnected 
spheres of urban activity and through successive life stages. 
Unequal access often begins in childhood and continues into 
youth and adulthood, consolidating any disadvantages faced 
in early years. By way of illustration, disadvantage in one 
sphere (like access to education) can lead to disadvantage in 
another – for instance, employment and housing. 
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Figure 1.2: global gender gap index

Source: Hausmann et.al., 2009
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Disadvantage can also increase exposure to the risk factors 
that undermine young people’s development into responsible 
and productive adults. High degrees of inequity do contribute 
to higher levels of crime and weaker social capital, reflecting 
distrust between individuals and communities as well as 
social and political conflict.13 The nurturing and protection of 
young people through equal access to shelter, education and 
services during childhood and the transition to adulthood  is a 
capital investment that cannot be spared if stable and cohesive 
societies are to prevail. 

Findings in Latin America suggest that “intergenerational 
transitions” accentuate any unequal status among children.14 

Research in Chile and Colombia showed that mother’s 
education and father’s income exert particularly powerful 
influence on the trend of their offspring’s income levels in 

adulthood. However, the children’s odds against future 
prosperity can be evened out by policy. 

In this Report, intergenerational inequalities are measured 
in terms of levels of parents’ education and earnings. It is 
expected that these will have some impact on the overall 
development of a child and her/his feeling of social inclusion. 
Parents who have benefited from higher education appreciate 
the related benefits and are more likely to invest in their 
offspring’s knowledge and abilities, counting on the returns 
of the next generation’s professional, economic and social 
advancement. Similarly, better-off parents can usually afford 
better quality education for their offspring. Therefore, one 
can expect that respondents whose parents are more educated 
and belong in relatively higher income brackets would give 
favourable responses regarding equality of opportunities.

Chilldhood residence influences various types of inequality 
© Mauricio Hora
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1.3.4 Inequality of Opportunities

The equal opportunity approach suggests a shift of 
emphasis in development policies and interventions from 
outcomes to opportunities. The onus lies largely on individual 
and community choices, efforts and talents to achieve the 
best possible outcomes. Equality of opportunity requires a 
leveling of the playing field, so that circumstances that are 
beyond an individual’s control do not influence her/his life 
chances. Therefore, it is for policies and related schemes to 
break intergenerational inequality and improve outcomes for 
the new generations. If equality of opportunity is denied, the 
wealth of talent that is distributed across various social and 
economic segments remains untapped and is not mobilized 
for the benefit of society as a whole. 

This Report makes many references to de Barros et al.15 
because theirs is the most recent empirical research, though 
limited to Latin America and the Carribean. These authors 
offer an empirical application of the equal opportunity 
approach, confirming its relevance in several ways. The 
methodological tools developed to test the equal opportunity 
approach has enabled them to demonstrate that in many 
instances, income inequality in adulthood is due to early, 
childhood circumstances over which individuals have no 
control. Adult access to, and use of, opportunity is therefore 
tainted by those accessed in childhood through parents. 

Inequality of opportunities is the most important factor 
that is expected to influence outcome inequalities as it has 
a bi-directional relationship (see Figure 1.0). This is not the 
case with the other three factors. In this Report, inequality 
of opportunities is measured by the quality and levels of 
respondents’ education. While young people are unlikely 
to be able to influence or determine the quality of primary 
education, they can improve their abilities as they grow up. If 
young people have access to better economic opportunities and 
activities, they can improve their levels of education, paving the 
way for their own economic, social and cultural advancement, 
as well as their integration in the social mainstream.  This is 
why this Report is predicated on a bi-directional relationship 
between “Inequality of Opportunities” and “Outcome 
Inequalities”.

1.4 Inequality of Opportunity acts as a 
drag on Growth and Development

There is no strong relationship between inequality and 
growth in rich countries. In addition, developing countries 
featuring high degrees of inequality tend to grow more 
slowly.

What is sometimes referred to as “destructive inequality” 
has been shown to be growth-inhibiting – and growth is 
what relatively poor countries require the most. In other 
words, economic growth finds itself hindered by inequality 
of opportunity and limited social mobility in a particular 
setting. Since there are no internationally comparable 
measures of opportunity or mobility, inequality (to the extent 

that inequality is growth-inhibiting) can be assumed to be of 
a of destructive nature.

Inequality matters because developing countries are not 
developed. According to Birdsall,16 inequality matters most 
in developing countries because, by the very nature of being 
“developing” they are characterized by relatively weak markets 
and comparatively less effective governments when it comes 
to compensating for these weaknesses through public policy. 
The weakest link in societies, as with most systems, tends to 
act as a rate-determinant for the rest of that society – and 
developing countries are dominated by low value-adding, 
informal activities and low-skilled workforces that are 
increasingly made up of unemployed youth. 

To summarize, the empirical relationship between income 
inequality and economic growth in developing countries 
suggests that: 

• inequality involves a significant “destructive” component 
that is associated with unequal opportunities; and

•  this “destructive” inequality contributes to lower growth.17

These findings are consistent with those of other scholars 
who have argued that inequality is inefficient from an economic 
perspective. As stressed by Sen,18 “primitiveness of social 
development (such as widespread illiteracy, malnutrition, lack 
of health facilities and medical networks) is a barrier to the full 
realization of the benefits of participatory growth from which 
East Asia and Japan have profited”. Against this background, 
concerns over equality should stand at the forefront of the 
development agenda.

1.5 Focus on Urban Youth
The focus of this Report on urban youth derives from two 

objective facts: 

i.	 statistics point to higher numbers of young people in the 
world today than ever before, and 

ii.	 most are living in urban settlements. 

Urban populations have undergone sustained expansion 
and the majority of their younger segments, particularly in 
developing countries, are coming of age and into adulthood 
in the poorest urban districts, i.e., slums. This unprecedented 
reality poses the twin challenges of urban opportunity and 
capacity development for the up-and-coming generations, 
if they are to contribute to the development of productive, 
resilient and sustainable cities for the sake of their own and 
their children’s future. In order to meet this twin challenge, 
inequities in the urban population must be identified and 
their dynamics understood to inform appropriate, efficient 
policies. The “reimagining” of urban society and the way it 
supports present and future generations is an urgent task. 

Projections suggest that nearly all of the demographic 
expansion of the next 30 years will be concentrated in urban 
areas.19 By 2020, at least 52 per cent of the population in 
developing countries will live in cities. The bulk of this growth 
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is likely to take place in Asia and Africa. Asia will be host to 
15 of the world’s 27 “mega-cities” by 2015 (i.e., those with 
populations over 10 million). By 2030, an estimated 60 per 
cent of the world population will live in cities, and a similar 
proportion of these urban residents will be under 18.20 Today, 
more than 70 per cent of Africa’s urban population lives in 
slums. The majority of these urban slum dwellers are young 
(as defined by the United Nations, i.e., aged between 15 and 
24).

As the first decade of the 21st century is about to come to 
a close, almost half of the world’s population is under 24, of 
which 1.2 billion are younger than 15. While the overall share 
of children and youth in the global population is shrinking 
as fertility rates decline, in absolute numbers there are more 
young people today than ever before. Almost 85 per cent of 
young people live in developing countries, and 60 per cent 
are in Asia.21 In developing regions as a whole, least-developed 
countries are younger than the rest of the world: in 2005, the 
global median age was 28 years, but in 10 least-developed 
African countries it was 16 or younger.22 

Even though today’s youth are reckoned to be the best 
educated and healthiest in history,23 their vulnerability to 
unemployment and disease remains significant. According to 
the International Labour Organization (ILO), young people 
are more likely to be unemployed than the adult working 
population.24 UNESCO25 states that one-third of the 20 
million in the world who have died of HIV/AIDS-related 
conditions were young people; and another 6,000 are infected 
every day. Youth are also dying of respiratory infections and 
preventable diseases and malnutrition. Drug dependency, 
suicide and violence are putting millions of urban youth “at 
risk” across all regions. 

Urban youth include all those living in cities and townships 
under local government administration.26 The diversity among 
them is as great as in any other social group. Some are educated 
and articulate, having had access to the best opportunities that 
modern amenities and education can provide; but the majority 
of urban youth in the developing regions are underprivileged. 
The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN 
DESA) splits disadvantaged youth into 11 distinct categories, 
as follows:27 

those without adequate access to education and health 1.	
services; 

adolescents who have dropped out of school; 2.	

pregnant adolescents, whether married or not; 3.	

married adolescents; 4.	

young single parents; 5.	

young people who are HIV-positive, or at particular risk 6.	
of HIV/AIDS; 

young refugees or displaced persons; 7.	

racial, linguistic and ethnic minorities; 8.	

homeless youth; 9.	

young people with disabilities;  and10.	

girls and young women in any of these groups that are 11.	
affected by gender inequalities. 

Since youth is a transitional period, one of identity building 
and the “springboard” for an individual’s definition as an 
adult, disadvantage and deprivation at this stage are likely to 
continue into adulthood. 

1.6 Youth Mobility and Vulnerability 
This transition period is one of high mobility for young 

people as they look for work in cities. Many move from rural 
to urban areas and within cities in search of opportunities to 
gain skills and income. In 2007 the World Bank28 stated that 
in the 29 developing countries with data, youth are 40 per 
cent more likely than older generations to move from rural to 
urban areas or simply across urban areas. 

Migration rates tend to peak, for both males and females, 
between ages 15 to 2429 as young people take risks and move 
away from families and friends in search of jobs. In India, 
urban in-migration of informal and self-employed workers 
soared by an estimated 360 per cent in the 1990s.30 Young 
people make significant contributions to these flows of 
migrants from rural areas. Their loneliness and disorientation 
make them particularly vulnerable to exploitation. Like its 
equivalent for children, youth protection does not feature in 
most urban agendas.

“At risk” youth in urban settings include all those girls 
and boys whose living or health conditions,  circumstances 
or behaviour patterns place them at risk of falling victims 
to, or being involved in, crime. They include, but are not 
limited to, youth already at odds with the law, those living in 
urban slums, street children, youth gangs, school drop-outs, 
unemployed youth, substance-abusing youth, those who are 
sexually exploited, war-affected children, and those affected by 
the AIDS pandemic including orphans. These groups include 
both girls and boys. Girls in particular are often targets of 
sexual exploitation, and are therefore particularly vulnerable 
to HIV/AIDS infection. 

Youth caught in worsening situations of inequality 
and impoverishment are excluded from opportunities for 
socialization under adult responsibility norms. A UNDP 
report on Youth and Conflict describes this condition as “youth 
crisis”, which means that the transition from childhood to 
adulthood is “blocked.”31 The report states that full adulthood 
is increasingly difficult to achieve due to social and economic 
constraints.  

For example, millions of African youth living in deplorable 
conditions and without access to predictable routes to jobs, 
marriage and the setting up of households, are caught “in 
limbo”,  as described below :
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For many young Africans, “youth” is not serving as a 
transitional phase to a more established social status, but is 
an enduring limbo. This is a source of tremendous frustration. 
Instead of leaving youth behind and entering adulthood by 
marrying and establishing independent households, an 
increasing proportion of this “lost generation”... are unable to 
attain any social status.32

In such situations, being a “gangster” or “militia” confers on 
a young person a status of sorts. However, once war or conflict 
ends, these same youth are no longer given the recognition 
they had, and this marginalization can further exacerbate 
their involvement in violent behaviour and crime.

Young people need to be protected from negative influences 
that can derail the transition into healthy adulthood. Targeted 
and special attention can mitigate risk factors, but it is a 
short timespan (between adolescence and young adulthood) 
within which this change can be made. If youth development 
is left unaddressed by government and other stakeholders, 
young people’s vulnerability to engage in crime and conflict 
situations can increase. At the same time, it is important 
to recognize that millions of young people are not engaged 
in negative social behaviour. To ensure that this remains, 
targeted strategies are needed. This is well recognized in this 
observation from  Brazil:33 

In general, programmes treat what is conventionally called 
the “at-risk group” in a uniform manner, without employing 
specific strategies. It is commonly thought that programmes 
for young people in “areas” considered to be of higher risk, will 
reach all at-risk youths. However, this ignores the fact that it 
is a diverse group, and that it is therefore necessary to create 
specific and focused strategies. It is important to highlight the 
fact that young people who live in “high-risk” areas, due to 
the higher levels of violence there, should not automatically 
be classed as “at-risk groups”, since the majority of them are 
not involved in any type of criminal or illegal activity. 

Policies and  strategies that enhance equal opportunity for 
young people and put them  at the centre of development, 
are required to counter negative situations and intercept 
intergenerational transfer of risk, disadvantage and 
marginalization. This will pave the way for a proper  
transition into adulthood, one that enables young people to 
take advantage of opportunities to develop their potential 
and make their own contributions to society.

Successful transition is usually marked by productive 
presence in the labour market and participation in civic and 
electoral processes. However, this transition is becoming 
almost an impossible dream for millions living in substandard 
and crowded accommodation (if any at all, as homeless youth 
are a prevailing phenomenon across all regions). Young people 
tend to have very limited access to basic infrastructure, with 
exposure to frequent disease outbreaks in urban slums, and 
are caught in an under/un/employment trap. At present and 
as mentioned earlier, 60 per cent of the world’s slum dwellers 
live in Asia. More than 70 per cent of the African urban 
population lives in slums. The majority of these urban slum 
dwellers are young people.

1.7 UN-HABITAT’s Survey of Urban 
Youth Inequality 

This Report investigates young peoples’ perceptions of 
urban inclusiveness and equality of opportunity in five cities 
in sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean. 
These four regions feature varying degrees of urbanization and 
inequality; but the selected cities are representative insofar as 
they are all host to ever-growing numbers of unemployed 
young people and are on trend to become “mega” cities. 

The United Nations definition of youth as individuals 
between the ages of 15 and 24  is not legally binding. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a “child” as 
anyone under the age of 18. National definitions of youth 
vary and can range from 12 to 35 years of age. 

Of equal importance as the age categories are social 
perceptions of the moment when a youth makes the 
transition into adulthood, and of the degree of responsibility 
expected of them. Cultural expectations and traditions have a 
bearing on the point when youth can be expected to take on 
decisionmaking roles, or be “heard” as serious contributors 
to social, political and economic decisions. This affects their 
roles in local governance and economic decisionmaking. 

These different criteria suggest that national and local 
contexts must be taken into account when identifying the 
“young” segment of any population. Common across all 
definitions is a consensus that youth is the period of transition 
from school to work and from childhood to adulthood. It is 
a very distinct stage between childhood and adulthood. This 
is also when an individual looks to move from dependence to 
independence.  

Too many youths are neither at school nor at work. Colombo, Sri Lanka
© Suzi Mutter



St
a

t
e

 of


 urba





n
  you




t
h

 2
01

0/
20

11

11

1.8 The Basic Characteristics of  Young 
Survey Respondents

For the purposes of the survey at the core of this Report, 
UN-HABITAT distributed questionnaires to a total 729 young 
people in the five selected cities (Kingston, Lagos, Mumbai, 
Nairobi and Rio de Janeiro), and focus group meetings were 
held in each city to discuss the issues.  The respondents’ 
distribution by city and gender is described in Figures 1.2 
and 1.3. The sampling is purposive, i.e., subjectively chosen 
by survey coordinators, and is not similar across the five cities. 
Still, there are remarkable similarities in some of the findings 
in terms of youth perceptions of equity and intergenerational 
transfer of inequality.

The city-wise distribution of respondents by gender is 
presented in Figure 1.3. The figure shows that the highest 
proportion (54.29 per cent) of female respondents were 
in Kingston and the lowest (32.26 per cent) in Lagos. The 
proportion of female respondents in Mumbai was 35.12 
per cent. On the other hand, the proportions of female 
respondents in Nairobi and Rio de Janeiro were 45.35 and 
52.53 per cent respectively. Only two cities had more than 
50 per cent female respondents, namely, Kingston and Rio 
de Janeiro.    
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Figure 1.3: Distribution of respondents by city and gender

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

Rio de Janeiro

Nairobi

Mumbai

Lagos

Kingston

0 12010080604020

Percentage of Local Respondents

Figure 1.4: Distribution of respondents by city and level of education

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
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The highest or the second highest percentages of respondents 
in the five cities had university education. More than 50 
per cent of respondents had completed secondary or higher 
education. 

This Report assesses youth perceptions of inclusiveness 
and equality of opportunity in four major spheres of urban 
life – political, social, economic and cultural. Inclusiveness is 
assessed against these four parameters, which are taken to be 
synonomous with increased equity.

In order to supplement subjective interview data and 
provide a more robust interpretation of the survey in the five 
cities, national data is used to identify the functional forms of 
relationship between inequality of opportunities and outcome 
inequalities.

1.9 The Structure of the Report
Chapter 1 introduces the Report and presents the major 

factors behind inequality of opportunity. Chapter 2 examines 
education of both young people and parents as a critical driver 
of opportunity equality. Chapter 3 reviews family resources 
and location inequality. This includes the major findings of 
the survey with regard to education, employment and access to 
basic services. Chapter 4 discusses young people’s perceptions 
of their “right to the city” based on the surveys and the focus 
group discussions in the five selected cities. Chapter 5 offers 
some policy recommendations for the promotion of equal 
opportunities for young people. 

The seven variables representing various inequalities included in the analysis are the following: Gini coefficients (i.e., measures of 
income/consumption inequality across a given population), per capita health expenditure, maternal mortality rate, percentage of 
population with access to improved sanitation and safe drinking water, per capita GDP, female enrolment ratio in secondary educa-
tion, and enrolment ratio in primary, secondary and tertiary education. 

Gini coefficients are treated as proxies for outcome inequality, The various enrolment ratios have been taken as representative of 
inequality of opportunities. In addition, maternal mortality rates and other variables (such as expenditure on health and access to 
improved infrastructure) represent location-specific inequalities. Typically, while people living in slums do have access to such facili-
ties, they are poorly supplied, while those living in gated communities tend to have access to better facilities. 

Data have been collected from World Development Indicators.33 The Gini coefficient measures the area between the Lorenz curve 
and a hypothetical line of absolute equality, expressed as a percentage of the maximum area under the line. Therefore, a Gini 
coefficient of 0 represents perfect equality, while a 100 value implies perfect inequality. Per capita expenditure is expressed in US 
dollars at current prices, with subsequent conversion to purchasing power parity for the sake of comparability (based on the ratio 
of GDP per capita at constant 2005 prices to GDP per capita at current prices). Maternal mortality is measured as the average of 
deaths per 1,000 births. Enrolment ratios are in percentage terms, while sanitation and water-related variables were measured as 
percentages of populations supplied with improved sanitation facilities and access to safe drinking water. Per capita GDP in US 
dollars was measured at constant 2005 prices.

Any association of macroeconomic variables typically opens up a debate over the direction of causality. In order to anticipate on 
criticisms, a simultaneous rather than single equation model has been used in this Report. Lagged variables have been used to 
reflect the time it takes for capital investment to have an influence on national variables. For instance, enrolment ratios in primary, 
secondary and tertiary education may affect GDP only after a number of years. With these relationships in mind, data for 1990 
and 2005 have been collected for all the variables, except enrolment in tertiary education for which 1991 figures have been used. 
Figures for access to sanitation and water variables for 2005 were interpolated from 2000 and 2006 data. 

Box 1.3 The Macroeconomic Analysis of Inequality
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Education in an informal environment, Bangladesh. 
© UN-HABITAT 

Education as  Driver of 
Opportunity Equality 

chapter

02 Education in a formal environment. South Africa children playing in a 
multiracial school © Giacomo Pirozzi/ Panos Pictures
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Education is our greatest opportunity to  
give an irrevocable gift to the next generation.   
Ernie Fletcher

2.0 Introduction
An emerging literature on the role of education and 

human well-being shows that access to schooling, as 
measured in large part by enrolment and completion rates, 
drives much of the observed inequality of outcomes. The 
correlation between basic education, economic growth and 
industrialization is a strong one. Schooling, according to 
human capital theory, is a capital investment that directly 
enhances workers’ productivity.1 The current “youth bulge” – 
the largest number of young people the world has ever seen – 
presents an unprecedented opportunity to put young people’s 
creativity and talent to good use for the sake of economic 
growth and social enhancement, especially as today’s youth 
are the healthiest and most educated in history.2 If we are 
to make the most of this favourable demographic situation, 
which is typical of developing regions today, we must provide 
formal and non-formal learning platforms to generate skilled 
human capital that can drive productivity growth and social 
innovation. 

Beyond building human capital to raise worker productivity, 
another instrumental function of education is to provide young 
individuals with what they need to become effective agents 
of change (as detailed in Chapter 4). This will be achieved 
in part by improving the quality of education and access to 
all essential services, as well as optimizing opportunities for 
access to and accumulation of assets. Providing young people 
with the necessary capabilities and learning opportunities 
can enhance their “authentic engagement” in decisions that 
affect them.3 The potential for enhanced growth through a 
“demographic dividend” lies in the potential productivity 
of a larger, skilled labour supply, as well as lower degrees of 
dependency and greater ability to save and invest. Instead of 
this, a majority of young people in the developing world do 
not receive the requisite education and live in environments 
characterized by squalor and poverty, which hinders the 
potential and energy they otherwise could have contributed 
to the common  good.

Inclusion and equality of opportunity are the foundations 
upon which young people tend to develop their abilities for 
“agency”, i.e., their ability to shape the world. The development 
of identity and agency as a social process is a close function 
of individuals’ opportunities for quality education and skills. 
Lave4 confirmed that to craft an identity is  “a social process, 
and to be more knowledgeable is an aspect of participation in 
social practice.” As they form their identities, adolescents and 
young adults sense a desire to exert more agency in shaping 
their world. Whether urban systems are able to offer them 
equal opportunities for this depends on the understanding of 
those who craft these systems. Youth capacity to exert agency 
is, to a considerable extent, shaped by the education and 
training they receive.

The specification of the econometric model behind the 
findings in this Report is based on the assumption that 
higher GDP leads to reductions in income inequality. Income 
disparity is also influenced by the proportion of educated 
youth in a given population. It is also assumed that female 
educational achievement affects income inequality, too. This 
Report assumes that the overall educational attainment of a 
given population affects per capita GDP with a lag of some 
years, and higher per capita GDP is expected to lead to smaller 
income disparities. This association is captured in Figure 2.1, 
where the 2005 Gini coefficient of income inequality has 
been plotted against enrolment in primary and secondary 
education in 1990, and enrolment in tertiary education in 
1991.

In Figure 2.1, the slopes of trend lines for the three 
indicators of education are negative, suggesting that the higher 
the enrolment ratio in 1990, the lower income inequality was 
in 2005. The association confirms our assumption that past 
investment in education results in lower income inequalities 
in the future. In other words, failure to invest in the education 
of youth increases the risk and incidence of future inequalities, 
and the consequences that come with them.  
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Trend Line of enrolment in Tertiary Education

Trend Line of enrolment in Secondary Education

Trend Line of enrolment in Primary Education
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Figure 2.1: Income Inequality and Enrolment in all levels of Education 

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

This association between enrolment in secondary education 
and income inequality is depicted in Figure 2.1, with particular 
regard to the relationship between income inequality and 
female education. Female enrolment in secondary education 
is used as a proxy for female education in general. The 
relationship between Gini coefficients and female enrolment 
in secondary education is depicted in Figure 2.2.

The negative slope of the trend line shown in Figure 2.2 
suggests that the association of female enrolment in secondary 
education with income inequality follows the same pattern 
as that of total enrolment in secondary education. In other 
words, capital investment in female youth education helps 
shape the future as it reduces inequality.

Figure 2.2: Income Inequality and Female Enrolment in Secondary Education

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

25 555045403530

Income inequality (Gini coefficient)



16

E
duca





t

io
n

 a
s  D

r
iv

er


 of


 O
ppor





t

u
n

it
y

 E
q

ual



it

y
 

2.1 Characterizing Education 
Opportunity in the Five Cities

Figure 2.3 compares and ranks the various sources and 
nature of opportunity deprivation of various categories of 
urban dwellers. In the five cities under review, more than 
60 per cent of young males and females ranked “uneducated 
people” as  deprived of opportunities. The lowest proportion 
(59.73 per cent) of such respondents was found in Mumbai 
and the highest (92.90 per cent) in Rio de Janeiro. 

Equally, slum dwellers, who are usually poor and sometimes 
illiterate, are identified as “highly deprived” of opportunities 
in the five cities, with the highest proportion (92.26 per cent) 
in Rio de Janeiro. The other two categories of people that 
are considered opportunity-deprived are the elderly and the 
disabled. The highest proportion (80 per cent) of respondents 
was in Lagos, where disabled people were categorized as 
“deprived”. 

Rio de Janeiro

Nairobi

Mumbai

Lagos

Kingston

92.90
92.26
92.36

83.44

73.29
77.69

77.07
70.00

59.73
72.03

46.10
48.67

77.78
77.53

80.00
73.84

68.13
58.51

68.08
68.37

Uneducated people
Slum dwellers
Disabled people
Elderly people

Figure 2.3: Perceived Deprivation of Opportunity – by category and city (% of local 
respondents)

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

To a significant extent, inequality is determined by the quality 
of education. Inequality of educational opportunity occurs 
when the quality of education is determined by child’s class, 
race or social status. As will be detailed in Chapter 3, a wide 
set of family resource factors such as location of home (slum 
or non-slum), total income and father’s income contribute to 
increased social inequality. Schooling and those institutions 
regulating access to enrolment somehow contribute to the 
urban class and race divide. When educational allocation is 
driven by unequal and asymmetric political decisionmaking 
structures, youth from poorer backgrounds tend to bear the 
brunt of policies. Significantly, children from slums and poor 
backgrounds have tended to rate poorly in test scores and 
have low college enrolment rates.

Based on the UN-HABITAT 2009 Urban Youth Survey, 
Figure 2.4 depicts young respondents’ rankings of primary 
education. The quality of locally available primary education 
is perceived as only “average” by a majority of respondents 
with average quality of education in four cities: Kingston 
(37.14 per cent), Mumbai (47.31 per cent), Nairobi (53.57 
per cent) and Rio de Janeiro (49.04 per cent). Lagos featured 
the highest proportion (46.34 per cent) of respondents with 
high-quality primary education. On average, 46.34 per cent 
of the respondents described the quality of local primary 
education as “high”.
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Rio de Janeiro

Nairobi

Mumbai

Lagos

Kingston

0 12010080604020

Percentage of Local Respondents

Figure 2.4: Perceived Quality of Local Primary Education – Ranking by City

Source: UN-HABITAT , 2009 
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2.2 Education Inequality as the Root of Multiple Deprivations
The main objective ot the UN-HABITAT 2009 Urban Youth Survey was to assess how young people perceived the degree 

of inclusiveness of their cities under four dimensions of equality: social, economic, cultural and political. The results appear in 
Figure 2.5. 
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Figure 2.5: Perceptions of Inclusiveness by Level of Education – Five Cities

Note: Chi-square: 18.718; Level of Sig.: 0.096 
Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009



18

E
duca





t

io
n

 a
s  D

r
iv

er


 of


 O
ppor





t

u
n

it
y

 E
q

ual



it

y
 

The association between inequality of education levels and 
the perceived degree of  non-inclusiveness is clear in Figure 
2.5. The proportion of young people who said their city 
denied them equal opportunities was significantly higher 
among those with primary education only (60 per cent) 
than among those with university education (41.6 per cent). 
This shows that the more educated respondents tend to have 
better social, political, cultural and income opportunities 
in their respective cities compared with those less educated. 
The association between the level of education and urban 
opportunity and inclusiveness is statistically significant at the 
10 per cent level. This finding corroborates the fact that the 
better educated people are able to access opportunities more 
easily than those less educated.

Research show as clear evidence that the unequal distribution 
of college students’ enrolment is related to an individual’s 
socio-economic background, as demonstrated by comparisons 
between college enrolment rates and demographics. One study 
analysed the top 146 colleges in the United States of America5 
and found the following pattern: 75 per cent of students were 
from socioeconomic backgrounds consistent with the richest 
25 per cent of the population, and fewer than 5 per cent were 
from the poorest 25 per cent of the population. Clearly, the 
notion of social mobility, with youth moving seamlessly from 
rags to riches if only they work hard, is no more than a myth, 
as long as the playing field is not levelled.

The focus now turns to the relationship between youth with 
primary education only, on the one hand, and employment 
prospects, on the other – employment being a strong pointer 
to social inclusion. The average proportion of respondents 
ranking the quality of primary education and employment 
prospects in their city as “average” is 45.83 per cent, compared 
with 35.42 per cent who rank it as  “high”.

The analysis suggests that Kingston has the highest 
proportion (29.52 per cent) of youth with “very high” quality 
of primary education, and Rio de Janeiro has the lowest (5.10 
per cent); these are subjective answers from the youth focus 
group discussions. On the other hand, Lagos features the 
highest proportion of young people with “high” quality of 
primary education (46.34 per cent), and Nairobi the lowest 
(27.38 per cent). The Kenyan capital is where the proportion of 
respondents with “average” quality of education is the highest 
(53.57 per cent), and Lagos where it is the lowest (36.59 per 
cent). Overall, 45.83 per cent of sample respondents said the 
quality of primary education in their city was only “average”, 
and 35.42 per cent found it “high”.  

2.3 Parents’ Education and 
Intergenerational Inequality 

A comparative assessment of inequality of opportunity 
in educational achievement based on predetermined 
circumstances and others that include individual efforts, talent 
and good fortune has been carried out in five Latin American 
and nine North American and European countries.6 It showed 
that as is the case with inequality of economic opportunity, 
family background variables (and particularly mother’s 
education and father’s occupation) are the most significant 
determinants of inequality in educational achievement. 
School location is an important variable in Mexico. Gender 
was found to have only a limited effect on unequal educational 
achievement. 

By comparison with the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) area, educational 
achievement is more unequal in Latin American countries. 
Where the proportion of total inequality due to predetermined 
circumstances is only 15 per cent in OECD countries, it 
stands at 20 per cent in Latin America. Opportunity profiles 
for the least and most advantaged in educational achievement 
reveal that for all countries, the least advantaged groups 
feature parents who are agricultural workers with little or no 
schooling. In Chile and Mexico, those most disadvantaged 
in terms of education have been to school in rural areas, but 
the opposite holds in Argentina and Brazil where they are 
predominantly found in urban areas. Gender plays a role here: 
boys are the most disadvantaged in the “reading category”, 
while girls dominate in both reading and mathematics. 

To summarize, parental background variables play a 
significant role in intergenerational inequality. These variables 
appear to shape the opportunities available to their offspring 
and are most influential on groups at the bottom of both the 
economic and educational ladders. Figure 2.6 shows the city-
wise distribution of youth by the educational level of their 
fathers. 

Figure 2.6 shows that three cities feature the highest 
proportions of respondents whose fathers had university 
education: Lagos (49.11 per cent), Mumbai (36.09 per cent) 
and Nairobi (40.99 per cent). Kingston features the highest 
proportion (42.86 per cent) of respondents whose fathers 
had secondary education only, and Rio de Janeiro is where 
the proportion of respondents whose fathers had primary 
education only was the highest (32 per cent). 
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Figure 2.6: Father’s Education – Distribution by City 

Source: UN-HABITAT , 2009 
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In the five cities, more than 50 per cent of respondents had 
fathers without university or secondary education.

The distribution of youths by their mothers’ level of 
education is depicted in Figure 2.7, and is similar to that 
of the fathers’. These results are not surprising, as it is very 
common in large cities to have parents with largely similar 
levels of education.   

2.4 The Influence of Education on 
Outcome Opportunities

The UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009 confirms 
the strong effect of education on various aspects of economic 
and political opportunities for urban youth inclusion. The 
deprivation of economic opportunity depicted in Table 2.1 
shows that the educational opportunities availed to both 
the young people and their parents have a direct effect on 
their economic opportunities. Parents’ educational level 
is significant at 1 per cent while respondents’ education is 
significant at 5 per cent.   

Figure 2.7: mother’s Education – Distribution by City 

Source: UN-HABITAT Survey, 2009 
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The substantial intergenerational influence on young 
people’s economic opportunities  is quite clear. A majority 
of those with higher educational levels found that economic 
opportunities were not equitably distributed in their 
respective cities. If this group have this perception, then the 
more educationally disadvantaged respondents will have an 
even stronger one. 

The statistically strong significance in the opinion of those 
young respondents whose parents are more educated shows the 
non-negligible impact of the educational level of parents and 
how this, in turn, affects the educational attainment of their 
offspring. Education changes not just individuals’ perceptions 
of society, but also provides them with the instrumental 
capabilities to shape society; in other words, education is both 
the means as well as the end of development.7 

A UN-HABITAT study on gender disparity in literacy8 

shows a strong positive association between the literacy rates 
of both genders but is negatively correlated with male-headed 
households. A multivariate analysis shows the association 
between female heads of households and literacy rates. 
Although the value of R2 of the trend lines is not very high, 
the coefficient is positive, showing that mother’s education 
promotes child literacy.      

The polynomial of girls’ enrolment rate (Fig. 2.8) is higher 
than that of boys when examined by levels of education 
(primary and secondary), the quantified relationship between 
household head, gender and enrolment at the primary school 
level. This suggests a strong relationship between girls’ primary 
education and mother’s education in urban areas. 

The effect of education on inequality of political 
opportunities is just as powerful. Of all the different proxy 
measures, three variables in Table 2.1 – namely, “exclusion 
based on caste and creed”, “access to basic services” and 
“quality of primary education” – significantly influence 
the propensity to political opportunity. In this particular 
dimension, the “Intergenerational Inequalities” factor does 
not significantly influence respondents’ perceptions.  As might 
have been expected, the more highly educated participants in 
the survey do not agree with the opinion that the “city does 
not protect human rights at all”. Again, those youth  with 
early, privileged access to basic services also tend to be those 
who had access to better quality of primary education. They 
are the best placed for access to political office, and therefore 
take advantage of networks and class to make the most of the 
political opportunities that come their way.
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Source: UN-HABITAT, 2008b
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According to Jones and Chant,11 in Ghana young people 
have reported that they dropped out of school in order to 
earn enough to continue, in the process extending school 
attendance and training well into adulthood. In other words, 
income and economic opportunity lie behind the pattern of 
enrolment rates which, quite frequently, are not reflected in 
attendance or completion rates. Even among those who do 
attend school, the education many receive is of such poor 
standards that they leave without basic literacy or numeracy 
skills. In Ghana and Zambia, fewer than 60 per cent of all 
15-19 year-olds who have completed six years of education 
are able to read a simple sentence in their own language.12 In 
Ghana, state school attendees sometimes seek private tuition 
to help with literacy and numeracy.13 

UNESCO’s 2009 Education For All (EFA) Global 
Monitoring Report stresses14 that for all the gains made in 
universal primary education (the average net enrolment ratios 
for developing countries have been on a steady increase since 
the year 2000), there is still a long way to go. For example, 
sub-Saharan Africa raised its average net enrolment ratio from 
54 to 70 per cent between 1999 and 2006, a six-fold annual 
increase on preceding years. The increases in South and West 
Asia were also significant (from 75 to 86 per cent). In Latin 
America, the net enrolment ratio for primary school is 95 per 
cent, but a wide gap remains between rich and poor as well as 
between indigenous and non-indigenous populations.

 Variables Economic 
Opportunity

Mean F-Statistics Political 
Opportunity

Mean F-Statistics

Sex of respondent Male (256) 1.43 0.94 Male (557) 1.44 0.007

Female (462) 1.44 [.759] Female (153) 1.44 [.934]

Exclusion based on caste and 
creed

Yes (349) 3.02 0.632 Yes (72) 2.49 5.066

[.427] [.025]

Childhood place of residence Yes (448) 2.14 0.521 Yes (152) 2.2 0.948

[.471] [.330]

Access to basic facilities Yes (455) 1.2 0.012 Yes (153) 1.12 .6.322

[.913] [.012]

Quality of primary education Yes (457) 2.46 0.574 Yes(154) 2.19 18.702

[.449] [.000]

Education level of 
respondents

Yes (456) 4.19 4.664 Yes(151) 4.09 0.159

[.031] [.690]

Education level of father Yes (438) 3.64 7.392 Yes (148) 3.78 0.039

[.007] [.844]

Education level of mother Yes (454) 3.64 7.337 Yes (151) 3.46 0.8

[.007] [.371]

Employment of father Yes (408) 2.81 0.016 Yes (91) 2.84 0.44

[.900] [.508]

Table 2.1: Variance of Factors behind Economic and Political Opportunity Deprivations 

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
Note: Figures in parenthesis are no. of respondents while in square brackets are level of significance 

2.5 Income Inequality determines 
Enrolment, Attendance and Literacy 

The availability of schools in urban areas is not a sufficient 
reason for children to be enrolled. Families in slum 
communities, in particular, often cannot afford to send their 
children to school because the combined costs of fees, textbooks 
and uniforms are prohibitive. In Kenya, for example, the 
government mandated free primary education in 2003, but it 
is still for students’ parents to purchase uniforms and supplies 
and pay fees for examinations, which makes it difficult for 
low-income families to send their offspring to school and 
secure their advancement. Even in slum areas served by several 
schools, the number of these may still not be adequate, further 
hindering access to quality education. Research in the Nairobi 
slum of Kibera in 20039 found that, although as many as 14 
public primary schools were located within walking distance, 
they could only accommodate a total of 20,000 students. This 
left out more than 100,000 slum children unable to attend 
school. 

This situation is corroborated by research in the Gambia,10 
which shows that although fees for state primary education 
have been waived, school-related costs are estimated by official 
sources to consume 2.4 per cent of the average per capita 
income of the poorest quintile of Gambian households. In 
most cases, youth from poor households have to work to pay 
for their education. Poverty is closely related to school non-
attendance and drop-out numbers. 
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The international focus on Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), for instance, has helped to direct resources 
to increase primary school enrolment. A significant number 
of children have benefited from this; for example, in India, 
more than half of young females aged 15-19 years have no 
primary education, but the younger generations are given the 
opportunity to attend primary school.15 

A large proportion of Latin American youth (almost one 
third of 20-24 year-olds in 2002) have not completed primary 
education and the secondary school completion rates are 
worse. In Brazil, a country where 20 per cent of the population 
is between 15 and 24 years old, only about 55 per cent of 15 
to 17 year-olds attend secondary school or university.16

To summarize, disparities based on wealth, gender, 
location, ethnicity and other markers for disadvantage also 
persist in terms of school attendance. While children from the 
wealthiest 20 per cent of households have already achieved 
universal primary school attendance in most countries, those 
from the poorest 20 per cent have not. 

2.6 Gender Inequities Persist at 
Secondary and Tertiary levels

Although gender parity in enrolment at the primary level 
has improved, girls still made up 55 per cent of the 75 million 
children not at school in 2006.17 The gender gap remains 
particularly prevalent at secondary and tertiary levels. In 
Southern Asia and Eastern Africa, more girls of secondary 

school age are likely to be out of school than in school.18 
In many sub-Saharan African countries, 40 to 60 per cent 
of women are married before the age of 18. The worldwide 
tertiary gender equality ratio was around 24 per cent in 2005, 
but it stood at only 5 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa and 11 
per cent in Southern and Western Asia, compared with 70 per 
cent in North America and Western Europe.19 

In sub-Saharan Africa, according to the 2007 World Youth 
Report,20 young women pursuing tertiary education are less 
likely to graduate in science or mathematics, although these 
are especially relevant in today’s global economy. Few females 
graduate in engineering, manufacturing, construction, 
science or agriculture. This suggests that their opportunities 
in the professional world are influenced not only by their 
educational achievements, but also by the socio-cultural 
factors that influence the educational paths of boys and girls.

Young women’s reproductive role is also an inhibiting factor 
in gender parity in education. Figure 2.9 shows comparative 
proportions of young women in urban slums and non-
slums who dropped out of school due to early marriage or 
pregnancy.21 In a majority of the countries, the proportions 
are higher in slums, which may reflect the compounded 
disadvantage slum-dwelling girls are facing.

UNESCO’s 2009 EFA22 report recognizes the disadvantage 
perpetuated by persistent inequalities and predetermined 
circumstances such as income, gender, location, ethnicity, 
language and physical disability, and stresses that greater 

Where are the women in the class? Hydraform Blockmaking Training – Kitui, Kenya. 
© UN-HABITAT
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attention is required from governments. Governments must 
act to reduce disparities through effective policy reforms and 
break down inequalities in education. 

 2.7 Youth Underemployment Slows 
Development 

In addition to widespread youth unemployment, under-
employment of skills remains pervasive, which in a broad 
sense speaks of under-utilization of labour and, by extension, 
human capital. Youth under-employment results when 
relatively high-skilled workers are constrained to hold down 
low-earning jobs. For instance, recently graduated computer 
scientists and engineers are forced to work as shop attendants 
or drivers when proper employment avenues are closed to 
them. Young people are sometimes forced to take on part-
time jobs and to this extent do not use their full capacities 
because full-time employment is unavailable. This category is 
sometimes referred to as “involuntary part-time workers”. 

At a critical juncture in their lives, just when they need to 
acquire skills and work experience, significant proportions 
of young people are neither at school nor at work in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, Africa and Asia. These are the 
“idle” youth who do not make it to secondary school and are 
neither employed nor self-employed. In Africa, 27 per cent of 
youth are neither in school nor at work, a situation that can 
lead to frustration, delinquency and social exclusion.24 For 
example, in Kenya, 38 per cent (2 out of every 5) of young 
people are neither in school nor work.25  Their vulnerability 
to incitement was apparent in Kenya’s  post-election chaos in 
2008. 

In Latin America in 2002, about 18 per cent of those between 
the ages of 15 and 19 were neither studying nor working, 
and about 27 per cent of those between 20 and 24 were in a 
similar situation.26 Almost 25 per cent of young people aged 
between 18 and 24 in Rio’s favela communities do not work 
or study, and 70 per cent are young women.27 High rates of 
adolescent pregnancy may be related to ever-increasing non-
occupation rates among urban youth as well as contributing 
to the high numbers of young women out of school or work. 
Unless non-formal training and further education are there to 
offer them a second chance, these young people may remain 
marginalized and idle. 

Provision of employable and life skills must be adapted to 
local needs. Therefore, pathways between schooling and work 
must be worked out through collaboration between schools, 
the public sector, communities and municipalities, in order 
to help young people find jobs or return them to school or 
training institutions that better prepare them for the local 
labour market. 

2.8 Rising Unemployment and the Youth 
Urban Divide

With the current economic downturn, youth-specific labour 
market issues might remain unaddressed since little progress 
has been made during the more prosperous years. ILO Global 
Employment Trends 2009 show that globally, the number 
of unemployed young people has increased to 76 million28 
– or  almost 50 per cent of the total number of unemployed. 
Global trends suggest that little progress has been made to 
improve the position of young people in labour markets, and 
they still suffer disproportionately from a lack of decent work 
opportunities. Almost 300 million young people count among 
the “working poor” – they are unskilled, in insecure jobs and 
working in unsatisfactory conditions. In other words, even 
when employed, millions are not in decent jobs that offer 
dignity, opportunity and security. ILO projections on youth 
labour show that sub-Saharan Africa, South and South East 
Asia, and the Pacific will have the largest numbers of working 
poor young people by 2015 (see Table 2.2). 

Jobs remain young people’s fundamental 
challenge 

Moving from school to a job, from parents’ homes to 
marriage and own households, from a dependent status to one 
where one’s voice matters in the community is what marks the 
transition from adolescence to adulthood. If a young person 
seeking work fails to find any and is unable to set themselves 
up in productive, decent livelihoods, s/he can become socially 
excluded and enter a cycle of poverty. 

Young people’s life chances, including the possibilities of 
securing good jobs or establishing viable businesses, are affected 
by the economic standing of their parents. Intergenerational 
inequalities can mean the persistence of inferior opportunities 
for particular groups of people. Inequalities in wealth and 
inequality of power are related. 
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Even at the individual level, a young person’s sense of social 
status and personal “power” is connected to what they are able 
to earn and spend. If “productive” ways of earning such power 
and status are not easily available, even illegal and dangerous 
means of securing money become attractive. 

The following sub-section outlines the status of youth 
employment in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin 
America. 

Sub-Saharan Africa

By 2015, the population aged 15-24 years in sub-
Saharan Africa is expected to reach some 200 million, and 
the population aged 15-34 is projected to be 343 million.29 
Sub-Saharan Africa is the only region in the world that has 
registered a sharp increase in the total number of young 
working poor (those subsisting on less than US$ 1 per day). 
Between 1995 and 2005, the number of such individuals rose 
from 36 million to 45 million30. It is estimated, for example, 
that over 90 per cent of Nigerian youth live on less than US 
$2 per day. Many are food-insecure, lack access to clean water 
and electricity and live in sordid slum conditions. This trend 
persists in other parts of Africa. 

Asia 

Although Asia has shown the most progress in terms of 
employment creation, young people in the larger urban areas 
continue to suffer from a lack of decent work opportunities. 
More than 50 per cent of the world’s youth are in Asia. By 2030, 
the number of youth living in Asian urban areas is expected 
to rise to 533 million. The region’s total urban population is 
projected to increase from 1,553 to 2,663 million, with the 
proportion of urban residents rising from 40 to 55 per cent 
of the global population.31 In South Asia and East Asia, youth 
are almost three times as likely to be unemployed as adults. In 
South-East Asia and the Pacific, youth are five times as likely 
as older workers to be unemployed.32 It should be noted that 
employment and unemployment figures conceal problems of 

underemployment and poverty among working youth. 

The dynamism of Asian economies notwithstanding, labour 
markets have not always been able adequately to absorb 
urban youth, making this group more vulnerable to poverty 
and social exclusion. The relatively high rate of joblessness 
among educated youth seems to derive at least partly from 
a misalignment between the contents of their education or 
training and the expectations of the workplace, a phenomenon 
common to most countries in Africa as well. Moreover, the 
more educated are more demanding as to the kind of work 
they want. In India for example, the largest category among 
unemployed females is comprised of educated young women 
who spurn clerical work yet whose education is not specialized 
enough to be professionally employed or self-employed. 33

Latin America and the Caribbean 

Latin American countries have made impressive progress 
in providing young people with educational opportunities, 
but these have not resulted in better access to employment. 
Although young people face severe difficulties in the labour 
market, those between the ages of 15 and 19 are most affected 
in terms of income and unemployment. If they abandon 
school at that age, as many do, it is very difficult for them 
to find a job. In Brazil for example, unemployment for the 
15-19 year age group rose from 13 to 23 per cent between 
1995 and 2003. For those between 15 and 24 years of age, 
joblessness rose from 10 to 16 per cent over the same period,34 
or higher than the overall unemployment rate. 

Unlike most other regions, in Latin America girls are among 
the most advantaged in reading and even mathematics.35 
Nevertheless, this educational achievement has not improved 
the position of young women in the labour market. Problems 
with unemployment and underemployment remain severe 
for them, who fare worse than male peers in terms of 
unemployment and wages.

Region Youth labour force in 2005 Youth labour force in 2015 Change (2005-2015)

Developed economies 64 501 61 167 -3 334

Central and Eastern Europe (non-EU) and CIS 29 661 23 989 -5 672

East Asia 154 511 139 596 -14 915

South-East Asia and the Pacific 61 490 72 889 11 399

South Asia 136 616 148 293 11 677

Latin America and the Caribbean 57 149 56 649 -500

Middle East and North Africa 33 174 34 039 865

Sub-Saharan Africa 96 153 120 587 24 434

World 633 255 657 209 23 955

Table 2.2 Global and regional estimates and projections of the youth labour force, 2005 
and 2015 (thousands)

Source: International labour force, Global Employment Trends for Youth 2006 (Geneva: International Labour Organization, August 2006).
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2.9 Informalization of Urban 
Employment reflects Exclusionary 
Economic Growth and Quality Jobs  

There is widespread recognition  that the formal sector in the 
developing world is not able to provide adequate employment 
opportunities to young people seeking work. The inability 
of economies to create adequate numbers of quality jobs is 
one of the root causes of economic informality. When young 
people in urban areas do find jobs, they are often in family-
owned businesses, small and low-productivity firms, domestic 
employment or the informal economy – all of which offer 
low incomes and little or no labour protection. However, 
cities can offer ways of improving the skills and knowledge of 
youth employed in low-income jobs or those looking for jobs. 
Mumbai’s night schools offer an example (see Box 2.1). 

The ILO36 estimates that approximately 85 per cent of all 
new employment opportunities in developing countries are 
created in the informal economy. The informal sector is no 
longer the “alternative” economy. Yet, issues of legality, social 
protection and predictability remain to be fully addressed 
if the informal sector is to be recognized and supported as 
a legitimate arena of self-employment, paid work and skills 
delivery. Policy prioritization of decent work for youth is very 
important, as noted by the ILO.37 If young people experience a 
lack of decent work at an early age, they are often permanently 
jeopardized in terms of future employment prospects and 
behaviour patterns as workforce members. The ILO38 also 
sees a proven link between youth unemployment and social 
and economic exclusion. Social and economic exclusion may, 
in fact, be a determinant as well as a result of unemployment. 
Some municipal officials and stakeholders, such as in Nigeria, 
are becoming more aware of these realities (see Box 2.2).

2.10 Summary
1. The association between the level of education and urban 

opportunity and inclusion is statistically significant at a 
10 per cent level, a finding that corroborates the widely 
known fact that better educated people enjoy better access 
to opportunities than others

2. Parental background plays a significant role, seemingly 
shaping any opportunities available to children and 
characterizing groups at the bottom of both economic and 
educational ladders.

3. This suggests a strong relationship between girls’ primary 
education and mother’s education in urban areas. In other 
words, mother’s education is a significant factor in youth 
educational status, as educated mothers tend to promote 
their children’s education.

4. The survey shows that the uneducated are the main 
victims of urban exclusion. More of the respondents 
with higher levels of education perceived their cities as 
offering opportunities to integrate. These findings point 
to education, and especially females’, as a critical factor for 
access to urban opportunities. 

5. Disparities based on wealth, gender, location, ethnicity and 
other markers for disadvantage persist in terms of school 
attendance, literacy and educational attainment. There are 
also alarming numbers of “idle” youth, i.e., those neither in 
school nor at work, and who are vulnerable to exploitation 
and incitement. Non-formal education and skills delivery 
that can offer a second chance to school drop-outs or the 
unemployed should contribute to the positive channeling 
of  young people’s energies and abilities.

6. Inequality of opportunity fuels social and economic exclusion 
manifesting strongly in high youth unemployment. 
Early school drop-out contributes significantly to youth 
unemployment, particularly among slum dwellers. 

Mumbai has a long-established  tradition of “night 
schools’”for working youth, mostly those in the textile, 
trade and hotel industries. These schools also cater more 
and more to a larger cross-section of the migrant youth 
population.  

Some of the city’s distinguished professionals have come 
from these schools. Youth-led non-governmental organiza-
tions are bringing new energy to this tradition.

Source : Karmayog website http://www.karmayog.org/bmcschools/
bmcschools_10471.htm

Box 2.1: Mumbai’s Night Schools for 
Working Youth

In Lagos, the disgruntled youth of the 1980s were pejo-
ratively referred to as “Area Boys and Girls” due to their 
constant troublemaking. They became a source of serious 
concern to successive administrations. However, thanks to 
joint public-private, voluntary, corporate and charitable ef-
forts these young people have become the “Good Boys 
and Girls of Lagos”. Their training includes poultry man-
agement. The Direct Labour Agency and other government 
bodies such as the Lagos Waste Management Authority of-
fer jobs as technicians, drivers, highway managers, etc. In 
addition, “Operation Weed for Flowers” has involved over 
1,000 participants. Other youth undergo various training 
programmes including animal husbandry, panel beating, 
etc. 

Source: UN-HABITAT Survey, Lagos City Report by Boladale Abiola
(UN-HABITAT, 2009)

Box 2.2 The Good and Bad “Area Boys and 
Girls” of Lagos, Nigeria
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The Law, in its majestic equality,  
forbids the rich, as well as the poor,  
to sleep under the bridges,  
to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.  
Anatole France

3.0 Introduction
This chapter builds on the basic notion that inequality 

of outcomes is defined by a multidimensional set of 
instrumental capabilities (including shelter). It is clear from 
the previous chapters that the negative externalities arising 
from social, political and cultural deprivations contribute to 
unequal opportunity outcomes. In short, all other capability 
deprivations are as harmful as economic and income inequality. 
Importantly, all the opportunity deprivation sets interact in 
complex ways and largely revolve around economic capability 
in ways that see causality flowing in both directions. For 
instance, social inequality, as evidenced in educational and 
nutritional deprivation, is certain to impair the capacity of an 
individual to lead a fulfilling and productive life, and can lead 
to economic deprivation. 

Based on the differentiation of capabilities among urban 
dwellers, this chapter provides empirical evidence of the 
extent to which young people living in slum or non-slum areas 
are deprived of a number of services, such as shelter, water, 
sanitation and other basic infrastructure. For each of these, 
the extent of deprivation reflects various degrees of poverty, 
asset deprivation and, ultimately, inequality across the social, 
economic, political and cultural spectrum. For example, if one 
considers the relationship between poverty and access to safe 
water, the “very poor” may be unable to access piped water 
and have to content themselves with natural water sources, 
like rivers and streams. On the other hand, the “surviving 
poor” category can include those with access to public tap and 
piped water, albeit with varying degrees of accessibility.1

Each category of unequal opportunity features clear 
differences across individuals, households and communities. 

For instance, a family in the “surviving poor” group but 
with access to piped water at home will seem to be better off 
than a “very poor” rural household relying on a fresh water 
stream. However, the urban family may be deprived of proper 
toilet facilities (using pit latrines rather than flush toilets) and 
proper sanitation. Such deprivations can combine in a variety 
of ways, but the emphasis in this Report will be on the broad 
empirical findings illustrating these various situations. 

This chapter considers family resource proxies such as 
shelter (in both slums and non-slums), space and its impact on 
other instrumental capabilities (e.g., education), and access to 
basic services (water, sanitation and electricity). In addition, 
this chapter analyses the health dimension of opportunity 
inequality. 

More specifically, this chapter focuses on macroeconomic 
correlations, such as between access to improved sanitation 
and safe drinking water on the one hand, and GDP (based on 
2005 data2) on the other hand. Figure 3.1 shows the slopes in 
the trend lines illustrating the proportions of the population 
having access to improved sanitation facilities and safe drinking 
water (for background explanation, see Box 1.3). These 
positive slopes suggest an association between infrastructure 
variables and GDP. To some extent, this is self-explanatory, 
since countries with higher GDP per capita are expected to 
allocate more resources to the social sector, providing larger 
segments of society access to better infrastructure.



St
a

t
e

 of


 urba





n
  you




t
h

 2
01

0/
20

11

29

120

100

80

60

40

20

0
0 2000 4000 6000 8000 10000 12000 14000

GDP Per Capita

Trend Line of Access to Safe Drinking Water

Trend Line of Access to Improved Sanitation

Figure 3.1: GDP (US $) and Access to Sanitation and Safe Drinking Water (2005)

Source: World Bank, 2005

The association of GDP per capita with expenditure on health (per capita, same year) is depicted in Figure 3.2. The relationship 
is similar to that between infrastructure and GDP. This same argument explains the positive association between GDP and 
expenditure on health. 

Figure 3.2:  GDP and Expenditure on Health 

Source: World Bank, 2005
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The relationship between GDP and maternal mortality 
(an outcome of health policies) is illustrated in Figure 3.3. 
The figure shows that mortality declines as GDP per capita 
increases. The results are, to some extent, related to the findings 
in Figure 3.2. Lower mortality rates can be achieved only 
through better health policies and more resource allocation 

to health care; these improved policies and higher allocations 
are, in turn, largely a function of overall GDP, i.e., economic 
resources. Figure 3.2 confirms that higher GDP leads to 
higher allocations to health services. This is what has enabled 
richer countries, for instance, to reduce maternal mortality. 
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Figure 3.3: GDP and Maternal Mortality Rate

Source: World Bank, 2005
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Figure 3.4: Maternal Mortality Rate and Female Enrolment in Secondary Education

Source: World Bank, 2005
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Figure 3.4 shows a negative association between female educational attainment and maternal mortality. Self-explanatory as 
this may seem, it comes as a very apt empirical demonstration to policymakers of the need to steer female education policies in 
a fresh direction. The statistical analysis in this sub-section suggests that improved educational opportunities for females could 
result in reduced inequality and more inclusive social and economic development. 

3.1 Shelter Inequality Determines Youth 
Access to Education 

The shelter conditions of young women and men are 
closely related to differences in marital status, education and 
income levels. Largely regardless of specific cultures, youth as 
a transitional phase includes successive stages of living with 
one’s parents, or alone, or with a partner, with or without 
children or setting up as a family. Access to living space is as 
much an expression of where a person stands in their transition 
to adulthood as of social inequality, since the problems youth 
face in the labour and housing markets are for a large part 
related to incomes. 

Being typically first-time entrants into the housing and 
labour markets, young people are not among the most 
favoured in the credit markets either, except for a minority 
who are highly qualified and in formal employment. What 
emerged from the UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009 
is the distinct impact of the place where a youth lives on their 
life paths and employment (see Box 3.1). 

It is well established that in some developing regions, urban 
dwellers – even those in slums – are supposed to have better 
access to services than people in rural areas. 
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Rio de Janeiro, Brazil combines overall prosperity and poor opportunities for youth. 
© Bigstockphoto

Favela in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 
© Gary Yim/Shutterstock


