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Abstract: The article examines whether young people are at a greater risk of unemployment than the 
general population in the post-pandemic crisis. First, the authors draw attention to youth unemployment 
as a structural problem even before the pandemic, making young people more vulnerable. Further, the 
paper analyses the age structure of employed in sectors most impacted by the pandemic. The results 
show that disproportionally high number of young people work in the most impacted sectors, hold less 
secure types of employment and are thus more vulnerable and at-risk of unemployment in post-pandem-
ic crisis. However, the impact on young will most likely not be the same in all EU countries. 
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unemployment.

1. INTRODUCTION

Since the mid-1990s researches on youth labor markets are showing, that in general, young 
people are more impacted by the economic crises than older (Podmenik, 2013; Choudhry, 

Marelli and Signorelli, 2010). During and after the 2008 economic crisis, the youngest gener-
ation of job seekers was the most severely affected in almost all EU countries (Engemann and 
Wall, 2010). 

The current situation with the COVID-19 pandemic crisis is not the same as the one in 2008. 
At the beginning of 2020 countries in the EU and other parts of the world affected by the virus, 
adopted measures of lockdown, quarantine and movement restrictions (to a different extent) and 
temporarily froze certain sectors of industries, services, education and other productive sectors. 
Negative economic consequences of the confinement, in terms of unemployment, national pre-
dictions of GDP and export-import drops, were visible soon after the measures were instated. 
From the concerned citizens’ point of view, the most affected are the ones, employed in the tem-
porarily shut-down sectors (such as tourism, hospitality, and event industries) and those whose 
jobs are not protected by permanent contracts (part-time workers, precarious employments, 
students and self-employed individuals).

Recent ILO report highlights that the pandemic would particularly hardly hit young people, 
who were already one of the most vulnerable groups in the workforce. Besides recent job losses 
and growing precarity of youth employment, the COVID-19 economic crisis may result in a ma-
jor dislocation of young people from the labor market for some time. Some authors attribute this 
possibility to the rapid rise in unemployment with the accompanying tightening of competition 
among job seekers. (Kramer and Kramer, 2020)
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This paper examines how the pandemic and the following economic crisis might affect young 
people, especially their position on the labor market. The authors proceed from the two general 
assumptions: 

(1) Young generations, which have not yet been able to improve their employment rate and 
position at work and labor market since the last crisis in 2008, will be more severely 
affected by the pandemic crisis than older ones. 

(2) Expected aggravation of the youth work positions can be attributed, among others, 
to the sectoral distribution of jobs. Namely, we proceed from the assumption that un-
employment will rose the fastest in specific sectors - most affected by the anti-pandem-
ic measures, in which young people are employed more often than older. Therefore, 
younger people are more at new risk of losing their jobs. 

These assumptions are based on the previous analysis of long-term youth unemployment and on 
data which shows the structure of youth employment in European countries. The authors intend 
to confirm the assumptions above with a combination of two types of approaches; long-term 
observation of the youth labor market and structural data which provide insight into the impact 
of the pandemic crisis on youth (un)employment. 

The first part of this paper focuses on the long-term trend of youth unemployment, its structural 
problem, including the data analysis on types of employments among younger and older people 
in the EU countries. The second part indicates the sectors most impacted by the COVID-19 
crisis, followed by the comparative data analysis of the age structure of those employed in the 
most impacted sectors.

2. YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT  
– DANGERS OF CRISIS OR A STRUCTURAL PROBLEM?

The structural characteristics of youth unemployment can be demonstrated through both, eco-
nomic and sociological perspectives. Economic Indicator of (youth) structural unemployment - 
the ratio between youth unemployment and job vacancy rate - shows a growing trend for the EU. 
Moreover, it “… is very similar in 2018 to what it was 10 years before. This reveals that even in 
times of economic growth youth unemployment persists.” (Podmenik, Gorišek, 2020, p. 87-88). 
From the sociological point of view, the structurality of (youth) unemployment is demonstrated 
by its sustainability, which shows the inefficiency and inconsistency of social (sub) systems 
responsible for maintaining the balance between supply and demand in labor markets. As men-
tioned above, the youth unemployment rate has not dropped since the mid-1990s (Noelke and 
Muller 2011; Leuven and Oosetbeek, 2011; Podmenik and Ivančič 2017) despite a sharp increase 
in the level of education among young people. Some authors (Coleman 1991; Teichler 2000) as-
sessed that a surplus of around 30% of over-educated young people on labor markets, especially 
in Europe (Podmenik and Ivančič 2017). In the sociological context, this structural problem has 
wider dimensions. It is not only that well-educated young people are unable to find jobs in a 
good economic condition, but it also shows, that educational systems are counter-productive; 
that national strategic planning is aligned neither with the education system nor with the needs 
of (potential) employers. Adding up the skills mismatch and inability of all involved stakehold-
ers to manage such changes, serious consequences, on top of youth unemployment, affect soci-
eties (non-utilized human capital, social deprivation and youth marginalization, reduced family 
life, falling birth rates, ageing society, etc.). 
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The observation of the long-term trend of unemployment among youth (15-29) in the EU coun-
tries (for which data was available through Eurostat database) shows that youth unemployment 
rate, in comparison to the general unemployment rate, remained much higher even in times of 
good economic performance. The structurality of (youth) unemployment is obvious when even 
during the period of economic conjuncture the (youth) unemployment rate doesn’t fall consider-
ably under the levels observed in the period before the economic crises. However, big differenc-
es are visible among the EU countries. In Southern European countries, youth unemployment 
rates are much higher (in some the rate never dropped under 15%) and much more sensitive to 
the crisis (in Spain and Greece the level of youth unemployment rose to more than 40%). In 
Western and Northern Europe, the levels remained quite steady (and, in some countries, such as 
France and Belgium, relatively high) throughout the last 20 years. In Eastern and ex-communist 
countries, there is more movement in the youth unemployment rate, but also the biggest drop 
in last few years (for example - youth unemployment in Czech Republic, Poland and Estonia is 
today lower than in the Nordic EU countries). (Podmenik, Gorišek 2020). 

The danger for youth in times of crisis is not only shown by the structural characteristics of 
unemployment but also in less secure types of employment like part-time; self-employed work 
position; project jobs, etc., all gathered under the umbrella term »precarious work«. The last cri-
sis resulted in increased precarious work among youth in the developed world (ILO 2011). For 
example, Clarke and Cominetti (2019) point out, that even up to two-thirds of the employment 
growth in the UK since 2008 has been in atypical roles, especially among youth. While many 
young people internalized the new market conditions and see them as immutable, they under-
stand the abnormality of it (Berry and McDaniel, 2020). Further, precarious working conditions 
are among the factors that importantly affect the spread of in-work poverty in Europe (Ratti 
2020). In times of (any sort of) crisis, less social security makes youth even more vulnerable and 
pushes them on the margins of societies.

3. DISPROPORTIONALLY MORE YOUNG PEOPLE WORK  
IN LESS SECURE JOBS

In order to confirm our assumption, that pandemic crises will disproportionally affect young 
people, who have already been pushed to the margins in their current employment situations, 
the article analyzes Eurostat data on types of employment. The authors were especially inter-
ested in temporary and part-time employment, as they offer less social security than permanent 
contracts and as such represent a bigger risk of losing their jobs. In the EU3 in general, 13.6% of 
people aged 15-64 are temporarily employed. This percentage is much higher in the age group 
16-24, where 42.8% are working on temporary contracts. The biggest share of temporary work-
ers among young is in Spain (69.5%), Italy (63.3%), Portugal (62.2%) and Slovenia (61.8%). The 
lowest percentage is in Romania (only 5.6%), Lithuania, Latvia, Bulgaria, Hungary and Estonia, 
all under 13%. 

Furthermore, 19.1% of people aged 15-64 are working part-time in the EU4. Once again, the 
share is much bigger among young people (32.6%). The higher share of young working part-
time is recorded in the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden, where over 50% of young people 
work in part-time jobs. It is the lowest in Croatia, Bulgaria, Hungary and Slovakia, where less 

3 For this analysis we still included the United Kingdom when analyzing the EU countries
4 It is important to know that there are possible labor law differences among countries which are not included 

in this research but could explain some differences in data.
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than 10% are employed in part-time jobs. However, when taking into account only people who 
work part-time because they were unable to find a full-time job, the share is the biggest in Italy, 
Romania, Greece and Spain (over 46% of part-time employed young people stated that as a 
reason for part-time employment).

3. WHAT TO EXPECT REGARDING YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT  
IN THE SECTORS MOST IMPACTED BY THE PANDEMIC?

Pandemic and government actions to battle the health crisis, such as lockdown, movement re-
strictions and limits in business activities, have direct economic consequences that were visible 
already weeks after the pandemic was declared. Based on the ILO report from 29 April 2020, 
global working hours in the second quarter are expected to be 10.5 per cent lower than in the last 
pre-crisis quarter, which is equivalent to 305 million full-time jobs. However, not all economic 
sectors and therefore not all workers and social groups were affected equally. 

ILO ranked economic sectors by the impact of the pandemic crisis on economic output: 
• High impact: Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles; man-

ufacturing; accommodation and food services; real estate; business and administrative 
activities;

• Medium – high impact: Arts, entertainment and recreation, and other services; trans-
port, storage and communication;

• Medium impact: Construction; financial and insurance services; mining and quarrying;
• Low-medium impact: Agriculture, forestry and fishing;
• Low impact: Human health and social work activities; education; utilities; Public ad-

ministration and defense; compulsory social security (ILO 2020a).

4. YOUNG PEOPLE ARE MORE AT RISK IN NEARLY ALL EU COUNTRIES

The analysis includes the latest Eurostat data from 2019 on the number of employees in different 
sectors based on their age and compared them to the previously mentioned ILO classification of 
most impacted sectors. Eurostat uses NACE rev. 2. Classification of activities, but it fully corre-
sponds with ISIC Rev. 4. in all sectors used for the analysis (based on Eurostat correspondence 
tables). Age groups used for comparison are youth (15-29) and general (15 years and older). 

The analysis shows that young people are more at risk in nearly all EU countries, whether that 
risk is absolute or relative. In many EU countries, more than half of young employees work in 
most impacted sectors. In the EU in general, 47.2% of employees aged from 15 to 29 work in 
the economic sectors most impacted by the COVID-19 crisis. The biggest share of young people 
employed in most impacted sectors are in Italy (60.7%), Greece (57.3%), Czechia (57%), Slove-
nia, Portugal (both 56.4%), Slovakia (55.3%) and Romania (54.7%). The share is above 50 per-
cent also in Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria, Spain and Lithuania. This means, that in 12 countries of 
the EU, more than half of the employed people aged 15-29 are employed in the most impacted 
sectors and at risk of losing their jobs. 

The share of young working in the most impacted sectors is higher than the share of all employ-
ees working in those sectors in every EU country. In the EU in general, 40.1% of employees 
work in the most impacted sectors, which is a 7.1 percentage point lower than the share of young 
people working in the most impacted sectors. 



WILL YOUNGER PEOPLE PAY THE HIGHER PRICE OF THE PANDEMIC?

79

Table 1. Young people working in the most impacted economic sectors

Source: Eurostat (2020), own calculations

It is interesting to see that countries with the highest share of young employed in the most im-
pacted sectors are not necessarily the ones with the biggest shares of all employed in the most 
impacted sectors. For example, Italy, ranking the highest in young, ranks 7th in all employed. 

The biggest differences between the share of young and the share of all employed in most im-
pacted sectors are in Italy (16.4 percentage points), Greece (16.2 pp), Portugal (13.1 pp), Ireland 
(10.7 pp), Netherlands and Slovakia (both 10.3 pp). 

It is further interesting to compare the misrepresentation of youth in most impacted sector 
compared to their representation in less impacted sectors. In general, employees aged 15-29 
represent 19.9% of the total number of employed in the EU in all sectors together. The share is 
bigger in the most impacted sectors, where they represent 23.4% of employed.

The biggest over-representation of young people in most impacted sectors is seen in the Nether-
lands (8.6 percentage points higher than in all sectors), Denmark (7.2 pp higher), United King-
dom (7 pp), Ireland (6.5 pp) and Greece (6.1 pp), while the lowest is in Germany, Estonia, Latvia 
and Romania, all below 3 percentage points of a difference. Malta is the only country where 
young people are not over-represented in the workforce in most impacted sectors compared to 
the general workforce. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

This article examines the impact of COVID-19 pandemic crisis on youth unemployment. Based 
on the previous analyses, observation of the long-term trend of youth unemployment and the 
structural characteristics of youth unemployment, the authors predicted that young people will 
be more impacted by the current crisis than older. The data on types of employments among 
youth further proves this assumption, as young people are more often employed in less secure 
jobs. However, the nature of the current crisis shows, that young people could be even more dis-
proportionally affected than in previous crises. In order to confirm that the authors performed 
their own analysis of data on the age structure of employed in sectors most impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic (as determined by the International Labour Organization). 

In all countries of the EU, the share of young people working in most impacted sectors is higher 
than the share of all employees working in those sectors. While they only represent 23.4% of all 
employed in the most impacted sectors, that share is still higher than in all sectors combined, 
where young employees aged 15-29 represent 19.9% of all employed. This confirms the assump-
tion, that young people are more likely to be affected by the after-pandemic crisis in terms of 
unemployment. This corresponds with the latest estimates of the ILO on the global level (ILO 
2020b) and the first reports of newly registered unemployed5.

However, not all young in the EU will be affected to an equal extent. It is worrying to see that 
most young people are (absolutely and relatively to the general population, as well as regarding 
the safety of their employment) at risk of losing their jobs in Southern European countries, 
which already have some of the highest numbers of youth unemployment. These countries also 
report extremely high levels of temporary employment among youth.

Nevertheless, there are several countries, where proportions of young people in most impacted 
sectors are not that different from the general population (for example Germany, Estonia and 
Latvia). Those countries also score below-average shares of part-time and temporary employ-
ment among youth. 

It is possible to confirm our assumptions, that young people are at a higher risk of unemploy-
ment in the post-pandemic crisis and that this risk is bigger than during previous economic 
crises. Not only are young people more often working in less secure jobs, but they are also at 
greater risk because of the most common sectors of their employment. The risk, regarding the 
sector of employment, is either absolute (in countries where more than half of young employees 
work in most impacted sectors) or relative (where over-representation of youth in impacted sec-
tors is the biggest) or both. 

It is important to realize that the post-pandemic crisis will not affect all age groups equally, 
especially when discussing and adopting government actions and policy interventions to mini-
mize the impact and ensure fast economic recovery. Youth unemployment is a multi-dimension-
al problem interconnected with many social sub-systems and directly impacts not only young 
people’s lives but also the potential, innovation and productivity of our economies.

5 The unemployment office of Slovenia released the report on the Impact of the pandemic on the labor market 
in Slovenia in which it stated that the biggest share of newly registered unemployed is among the youngest 
population (Zavod Republike Slovenije za zaposlovanje, 2020). 



WILL YOUNGER PEOPLE PAY THE HIGHER PRICE OF THE PANDEMIC?

81

REFERENCES 

Berry, C. & McDaniel, S. (2020). Post-crisis precarity: Understanding attitudes to work and 
industrial relations among young people in the UK. Economic and Industrial Democracy. 
1-22. 

Choudhry, T. M., Marelli, E. & Signorelli. M. (2010). The Impact of Financial Crises on Youth 
Unemployment Rate. Quaderni del dipartimento di economia, financa e statistica. Nr. 79. 

Clarke, S. & Cominetti, N. (2019). Setting the record straight. How record employment has 
changed the UK. Resolution Foundation. 

Coleman, J. S. (1991). Matching Process in the Labour Market. Acta sociologica 34 (1), 3-12.
Engenmann, M. K. & Wall, J. H. (2010): The Effects of Recession Across Demographic Groups. 

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Review. 29 (1), 1-26. 
Eurostat. (2020). Eurostat database. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database. 
ILO. (2011). Global Employment Trends for Youth: 2011 Update. 26 October 2011. 
ILO. (2020a). ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Third Edition. Updated estimates 

and analysis. 29 April 2020. 
ILO. (2020b). ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Fourth Edition. Updated esti-

mates and analysis. 27 May 2020. 
Leuven, E. & Oosterbeek, H. (2011). Overeducation and Mismatch in the Labour Market. Dis-

cussion Paper Series 2523. Institute for the Study of Labour 1-53. 
Kramer, A & Kramer Z. K. (2020). The potential impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on occupa-

tional status, work from home and occupational mobility. Journal of vocational behaviour 
119. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7205621/ 

Noelke, C. & Mueller, W. (2011). Social Transformation and Education Systems in Central and 
Eastern Europe. In C. Noelke & M. Gebel (eds). Making the Transition. Education and 
Labour Market Entry in Central and Eastern Europe. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Podmenik, D. (2013). Diplomanti v času družbene krize. Kako do ustrezne zaposlitve? Ljublja-
na: Inštitut IRSA.

Podmenik, D. & Ivančič. A. (2017). Managing Human Capital and Knowledge Transfer: Dys-
functions of Youth Education and Employment. In F. Adam (ed.) Slovenia. Social, Eco-
nomic and Environmental Issues. New York: NOVA Publishers.

Podmenik, D. & Gorišek, M. (2020). Is Youth Unemployment in EU countries Structural? Re-
search in Social Change. 12 (2), 80-105. 

Ratti, L. (2020). In-work poverty in times of pandemic. Social Europe. https://www.social-
europe.eu/in-work-poverty-in-times-of-pandemic 

Teichler, U. (2007). Higher Education Systems. Conceptual Frameworks, Comparative Per-
spectives, Empirical Findings. Rotterdam, Taipei: Sense Publishers.

Zavod za zaposlovanje Republike Slovenije. (2020). Vpliv epidemije SARS-CoV-2 na trg dela 
v Sloveniji. https://www.ess.gov.si/_files/13330/Analiza_vpliva_epidemije_SARS-CoV-2_
na_trg_dela.pdf 


