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Youth and Citizenship:   
Economic Independence and Security 

 
Based on Caroline Beauvais, Lindsey McKay, Adam Seddon,  
A Literature Review on Youth and Citizenship (CPRN, 2001). 

 

 
The School-to-Work Transition 
 
Access to quality employment is the basis of 
economic independence and a key foundation of 
citizenship. However, the time required to complete 
the school-to-work transition has been increasing 
over the past 15 years and has risen from an average 
of six to eight years. There are a number of factors 
increasingly limiting the ability of many young people 
to achieve independence and become full citizens.  
 
Young people with a good education stand a much 
better chance of obtaining decent employment than 
those who are less educated. In this regard, youth 
from better-educated and wealthier families are much 
more likely to complete high school and go on to 
college or university. Conversely, young people from 
lower-income families are more likely to drop out of 
high school. 
 
In addition, changes in the labour market are 
negatively affecting youth. The unemployment rate 
among young people has increased and many who do 
succeed in finding work have been forced to settle for 
part-time employment. There has also been a 20-year 
decline in wages among youth, including university 
graduates. Not surprisingly, as a result of the weak 
labour market an increasing number of youth are 
living in poverty.  

 
Attempts by young people to improve their working 
conditions through the organization of unions have 
been largely unsuccessful. Unions are effective means 
by which young people learn about their rights as 
workers and become socially active within their 
workplace at a relatively early age. Despite a clear 

willingness to join unions, particularly among youth 
under 25, young people remain under-represented in 
unionized jobs. While the very low unionization rate is 
a reflection of many factors, in some instances 
employees have been prohibited from deciding for 
themselves whether they would like union 
representation. Union organizers often point out that 
this practice is used to dissuade other workplaces from 
organizing.   

 
While the lengthening of the school-to-work transition 
is due to the increased difficulty experienced by youth 
in the labour market, it is also a reflection of young 
people staying in school longer. Enrolment in post-
secondary institutions has increased significantly in the 
last 20 years and undoubtedly reflects the (correct) 
belief that those with higher levels of education are 
more successful in finding employment. Indeed, the 
evidence clearly supports this view, suggesting that a 
form of labour market polarization is taking place 
whereby young people with a good education tend to 
acquire “better jobs” than those with a lesser education.  
 
Despite the clear benefits of remaining in school 
longer, recent trends indicate that a pattern of inequality 
exists with regard to access to post-secondary 
schooling.  Tuition fees have risen over the past decade 
dramatically, making it increasingly difficult for youth 
from lower-income families to attend post-secondary 
institutions. A widening gap in participation rates has 
developed between those from low-income versus 
middle-income backgrounds.  

 
Gender inequalities also exist. Although a clear 
majority of university graduates are women, 
stereotyping with respect to fields of study is quite  
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evident. Women are still under-represented in 
traditional “male” programs, such as engineering and 
the applied sciences, and over-represented in the 
fields of health and social sciences. Patterns of 
inequality for other groups have changed only 
slightly. Aboriginal youth in particular have 
significantly lower levels of education than other 
groups.  
 
As a result of the rise in tuition rates, there has been a 
significant increase in student debt. This has imposed 
a major financial burden on increasing numbers of 
young people, particularly those under 25 years of 
age. Young people are denied the right to declare 
bankruptcy on their student loans for a period of 10 
years after graduation, a practice that amounts to a 
form of discrimination against students.   
 
The Transition to Independent 
Living 
 
Along with access to decent employment, the ability 
to leave home is a major indicator that young people 
have achieved full citizenship. However, the age for 
leaving the parental home for a majority of youth has 
been increasing. There has also been an increase in 
the number of young people returning home after a 
period of independent living. This is an outcome that 
reflects many factors, including recent trends in the 
labour market, prolonged education, high levels of 
student debt, and tight and expensive housing 
markets. 

 
Young people who are successful in making the 
transition to independent living often continue to rely 
on financial and other forms of parental support. The 
majority of youth who leave home are at greater risk 
of poverty and homelessness than their peers. This is 
especially true for those young people forced to leave 
home prematurely. Many young people have little 
choice about when to leave the parental home.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Moreover, such individuals may not be able to afford 
to do so, and may not be adequately prepared for 
independent living. Youth who find themselves in this 
predicament may also find themselves trapped in 
dead-end, low-skilled and poorly paid jobs.   

 
Yet another consequence of the delay in leaving the 
parental home and achieving economic independence 
is its effect on family formation. Increasingly, 
parenthood is being postponed until the completion 
of school and the acquisition of secure employment. 
As a result, women may find that they have been 
“squeezed out” of their best childbearing years, an 
outcome which may be seen as a source of indirect 
gender discrimination affecting a woman’s right to 
reproduce. 
 
Conclusions 

 
 The increasing difficulties experienced by young 

people in achieving economic independence reflects 
the precarious status of youth citizenship with respect 
to the exercise of rights and responsibilities, as well as 
access and belonging.    
 

 Due to changes in the labour market, “employment 
flexibility” has become the order of the day and young 
people are expected to accept this state of affairs as 
normal. Little attention is paid to the consequences of 
this trend.  
 

 Growing numbers of youth are experiencing severe 
hardship. The abandonment of the commitment to 
full employment, difficulties in accessing higher 
education and lack of affordable housing are all policy 
“holes” through which young people may fall. Many 
youth are, as a result, en route to social exclusion.  


