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ISAMU International has undertaken this survey against a backdrop of increasing international 
concern about the security situation in Tunisia, and the dim prospects for youth in the country. 
Given the scale of the problem facing the country and the limited resources available to deal with it, 
ISAMU believes that actions must be designed based on as holistic an understanding of the 
phenomenon as possible. This paper is a contribution to that end. 
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EXECUTIVE	SUMMARY	

This report outlines preliminary findings from 
a quantitative survey conducted in the Tunis 
outskirts of Ariana, Hrairia, and Ettadhamen 
between April 1st and April 30th 2016.  
The research began from the premise that 
there is need for a more nuanced 
understanding into the ways in which young 
people view their own circumstances, 
particularly in socially and economically 
marginalized communities. The objective was 
to gather evidence-based insights into youth 
perceptions and experiences, in order to 
contribute to a wider study seeking to 
understand the root causes of insecurity, the 
rise of violent extremist groups, and youth 
disenfranchisement in Tunisia.  

The survey was therefore designed to collect 
preliminary material on the situation for youth 
in three target neighborhoods, and lay the 
groundwork for more in-depth research and 
analysis into the needs and perspectives of 
youth in Tunisia. With this in mind, this 
report should be seen to primarily identify 
general trends and offer a first glimpse into 
the perspectives of youth through a 
representative sample.  

The report begins with an overview of the 
logic behind the research, the areas studied 
and the methodology used. Findings and data 
are then presented. The report finishes with 
some preliminary analysis and conclusions 
taken from the data, and recommendations for 
the way forward.  
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Part	1	
	

KEY	FINDINGS	
 

! When looking for information on 
jobs there is a high level of reliance 
on Public Employment Offices 
(PEOs) but a lack of reliable access 
to information. Young women in 
particular look to PEO to find jobs, 
while young men are more likely to 
rely on personal connections. 
Knowledge of the job market is low 
across both genders. 
 

! Faith in the value of education and a 
university degree is extremely high, 
with little attention paid to practical 
skills or experience. Across the board 
youth see a good degree as the ticket 
to access employment and feel they 
are personally well prepared to get a 
good job. 

 
! Youth have high expectations for 

their career path, wanting jobs with 
status, respect and a good salary. 
They blame systemic factors for 
failing to provide adequate jobs, 
though are largely unaware of the 
qualifications needed in an evolving 
job market.  
 

! Despite high hopes for their future a 
large number of young people want 
to leave Tunisia after finishing their 
education. Young men in particular 
feel that the job market in Tunisia is 
difficult and report that they would 
like to emigrate from Tunisia rather 
than look for work in the country.	
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BACKGROUND		

Despite international accolades for a largely 
peaceful democratic transition, high rates of 
literacy, and growing university enrollment, 
Tunisia is failing to meet the basic needs and 
aspirations of its youth. Youth employment 
remains one of the biggest challenges for 
the country. Creating opportunities and 
employment for youth is a top priority for 
Tunisia as well as a crucial condition for 
successful social and economic development.  

	

Unemployed	and	overlooked	

Since the revolution in 2011, unemployment 
among young people has increased and 
aspirations remain unmet. The Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
estimates that two out of every five Tunisian 
youth are unemployed and one in four 
young Tunisians are neither in employment 
nor in education or training (NEET). 
Unemployment and a lack of opportunity 
were the main triggers behind the popular 
uprising in 2011 and remain at the heart of 
many of the issues facing the country today.	 

Figure	 1.1:	 Youth	 Unemployment	 levels	
compared	to	national	levels		

	Source:	World	Bank	Data	2012	

Job creation has been insufficient, – stuck at a 
rate of around 2.5% annually throughout the 
last decade – and the weak economic 
environment is exacerbated by cronyism, 
barriers to competition, and excessive red 
tape. Though there has been some recent 
investment in growth, it has been insufficient 
and GDP per capita grew far below the 
growth rates observed in other upper-middle-
income countries over the same period. 
Additionally, growth has remained stuck in 
unskilled, low-productivity, and low wage 
activities, leaving it unable to keep pace with 
a rapidly changing population.	 This	 has	
created	 a	 structural mismatch between the 
increasingly skilled labor force and an 
economy that is not modernizing quickly 
enough. In this year’s Global Competitiveness 
Index Tunisia’s labor market was ranked 
132 out of 138. 

	

Growing	Numbers,	Growing	Expectations		

The demand for jobs is rising as an 
increasingly educated youth bulge in addition 
to growing female participation in the 
workforce, historically low, have changed the 
shape of the labor force.  
In the past two decades the share of the 
population aged 15 and over with a tertiary 
education has nearly quadrupled. There is 
currently an average net employment deficit 
of over 18,000 jobs, disproportionally 
affecting young high-skilled job seekers. 
Youth make up roughly one third of the 
available labor force, but youth 
unemployment stands at 30%, compared to a 
national average of 19%. 
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Figure	1.2:	Unemployment	rate	by	
education	level	

 
Source:	World	Bank	Data	2011	

The exclusion of young people from the job 
market is a crosscutting issue with far 
reaching consequences. One of the main 
outcomes is young people trapped into 
vicious cycles of poverty and career 
stagnation, threatening the health and stability 
of Tunisian society. Though 86.7% of 
vacancies in Tunisian enterprises are filled in 
less than a month, it takes an average of six 
years for university graduates in Tunisia to 
find a stable job.  

Even when youth are in employment it is 
frequently in poor quality jobs, or on a 
temporary basis. The World Bank estimates 
that half of youths in Tunisia work 
informally, with little or no protection and/or 
job security, and of those working with a 
contract, half have a temporary one.  

Map	1.1:	Youth	Unemployment	by	
Governorate	2010		

	
Source:	OECD	calculations	based	on	the	National	
Population	and	Employment	Survey	(ENPE)	
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Poor	prospects	

Little has been done since 2011 to effectively 
address these issues or improve the economic 
circumstances of most of the population. This 
has led many to view the legacy of the 
uprising increasingly negatively, with 
decreased trust in the authorities to resolve 
the nations problems.  

Young people searching for jobs have few 
places to turn. Existing government programs 
have had limited success and are viewed with 
suspicion by many youth. Moreover, 
nepotism and corruption are rife in Tunisian 
society making it particularly difficult for 
young people from disadvantaged 
neighborhoods to navigate these systems.  
Unemployment, combined with these factors 
of political exclusion, social frustration and 
disillusionment with the revolution, is also a 
driving factor for the steady stream of 
Tunisian youth trying to leave the country. 
Many seek employment opportunities in 
Europe, however an increasingly large 

number have made their way to Libya and 
Syria as new recruits joining violent extremist 
groups.  
This exodus represents one of the few poor 
choices young Tunisians have before them 
for changing their prospects. Tunisians have 
come to represent one of the largest 
recruitment pools for violent extremist 
groups, a number disproportionate to the 
population of Tunisia. The Soufan Group 
estimates that 6,000 – 7,000 young Tunisians 
have left the country to join Daesh, a majority 
of them men aged 21 to 30. 
Addressing the disproportionate recruitment 
of Tunisians by violent extremist groups 
requires in depth understanding of the root 
causes driving this phenomenon. A key 
element is developing a deeper understanding 
of the perceptions and motivations of youth 
on the ground. This survey seeks to delve into 
these driving motivations and contribute to 
our larger research in order to build a more 
holistic understanding of the problem. 
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METHODOLOGY		

	

Survey	Design	and	Distribution		

Surveys were designed as written 
questionnaires with 14 fixed response 
questions. Questions and responses were 
formulated after several trial questionnaires 
with small groups of youth. They were 
administered by trained staff in the three 
districts and filled anonymously.  

At the outset it is necessary to be cognizant of 
some of the potential strengths and 
weaknesses of this survey design, which in 
turn will help define the scope of what can 
and cannot reasonably be expected from it.  
The survey focused on exploring people’s 
faith in their own prospects and their 
country’s future These views are powerful 
tools for exploring their assumptions and 
outlooks on a range of issues. The research 
was principally designed to provide us with 
meaningful indicators on a number of issues 
and identify trends and questions that deserve 
more in depth attention. This preliminary 
research is therefore not meant to be a 
standalone survey due to its limits in scale 
and scope.  

This survey was written to be simple and 
short, in order to be easy for respondents to 
complete and generate accurate answers. The 
questions focused primarily around economic 
issues and avoided directly asking about 
sensitive issues of politics and religion to 
ensure that it was not met with suspicion. This 

was particularly important as the selected 
communities are often distrustful of outsiders.  
The primary distribution locations of the 
survey were the local youth centers in each of 
the three surveyed districts. These youth 
centers are funded by the Tunisian Ministry of 
Youth and Sports and provide cultural, social 
and athletic programs to youth through over 
300 centers across the country, including one 
in each of the target areas.  

Using the youth centers as the main sample 
source introduces two types of bias in the 
sample. First, it necessitates awareness of the 
centers programs and second it requires the 
willingness to engage in community 
activities. Therefore the poorest of the poor, 
illiterate and geographically isolated youth, 
who are unable to reach the centers are 
excluded, as are the most disenfranchised 
youth who would be unwilling to attend 
activities at Ministry funded youth centers 
due to mistrust or lack of interest.  

On the other hand, this makes the survey a 
useful and informative tool for understanding 
the needs and perceptions of youth who are 
trying to engage in their communities. A high 
response rate of 98.5% is also a positive 
indication of the willingness among these 
surveyed youth to engage in identifying a 
solution.  

Surveys were administered in April of 2016. 
A total of 197 responses were collected and 
we accommodate for a 5% margin of error in 
our analyses. 
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Geographic	Scope 

Three neighborhoods on the western outskirts 
of Tunis were selected to conduct this survey. 
These neighborhoods, Ariana, Ettadhamen 
and Hrairia, are each located approximately 
ten kilometers outside of the center of Tunis. 
Each neighborhood has a population of 
approximately 30,000 people. These locations 
were selected due to their socio-economic 
characteristics that make them representative 
of the situation for youth on the urban 
periphery.  

 
High unemployment rates, school dropouts, 
youth incarceration, and insecurity mark all of 
these communities. All three have also seen 
regular occurrences of violent confrontations 
between youth or Islamist groups and police, 
intermittent riots and protests in the years 
since the 2010–2011 revolution, occurrences 
that are symptomatic of the marginalization 
experienced in these suburbs.  

 

	
Map	1.2:	Surveyed	Neighborhoods		
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SOCIAL	AND	DEMOGRAPHIC	CHARACTERISTICS	

 

The results of this survey come from a 
representative sample of unmarried 
individuals aged between 15 and 34. The 
survey used this definition of youth as the age 
between coming-of-age and starting a family, 
hence the focus on unmarried individuals. 
The control variables chosen include 
neighbor-hood, gender, age, and level of 
education. The distribution of the sample 
reflects societal characteristics of the Tunis 
periphery districts. Respondents were divided 
evenly across the three neighborhoods and 
57% were male while 43% were female.  

	

Figure	1.3:		Gender	and	age	of	respondents	 

	
 

Youth aged 15-20 made up the largest group 
of respondents (60% of the respondents), 
representing their large size in the population 
overall, higher rates of engagement in the 
youth centers and the survey’s focus on this 
age group navigating between completing 
education and entering the job market.  
 

Figure	 1.4:	 Current	 or	 last	 completed	
education	level	

 
By educational attainment, youth with at least 
some secondary education made up over 60% 
of the sample. 32% in university or university 
graduates. Almost half of our surveyed 
individuals were still in formal education, 
including 18% currently enrolled in 
university.  

	

Figure	 1.5:	 Educational	 attainment	 of	
surveyed	 youth,	 compared	 to	 national	
averages	for	youth	aged	14	to	34	

 
This distribution is due in large part to the 
age-range of surveyed youth, with skewed 
towards those under 25 years, but is also 
representative of the highly educated Tunisian 
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population and high number of years spent in 
education.  

Additionally, a large number of the youth 
came from well-educated families. A full half 
of youth had at least one parent who had a 
university level of education and youth with 
better-educated parents tended to be slightly 
better educated themselves.  

The high levels of education among the 
families of surveyed youth is in line with 
general trends of an increasingly educated 
population, thanks to the open and free access 
to higher education in Tunisia. The surveyed 
areas were also urban and in the capital, 
explaining the higher levels of education 
among the older generation compared to 
Tunisia’s average. 

	

Figure	 1.6:	 Youth’s	 level	 of	 education	 by	
parent’s	final	education	attainment		

 
As this survey deals primarily with youth 
transitioning from school to work, many were 
still completing their education. Of the youth 
surveyed, 69% were unemployed. Those in 
full-time employment represented 10% of the 
sample, while 18% had part time jobs.  

	

	

Figure	1.7:	Employment	status	by	gender	

	
The high level of unemployment among 
respondents is accounted for partly by the fact 
that many respondents are in full-time 
education. Only 18% of respondents in their 
20s or above are currently attending 
university or in employment. 

	

Figure	 1.8:	 Employment	 rate	 by	 age	 group

	
A large number of the youth who listed 
themselves as unemployed were still below 
working age. However even among youth in 
their 20s and above, unemployment rate was 
still at 50%.  
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Part	2	

RESULTS		

 

A number of key indicators were used to 
gauge the perspectives of youth on their 
employment prospects and economic 
environment. The answers are presented 
below, divided into four sections by type 
of indicator to facilitate further analysis.  

The sections are as follows.  

− Access	 to	 Information: Outlining 
where youth go to get their news 
about the world and about potential 
work 

− Job	 prospects:	 Looking into the 
youth perspective of entering the 
job market	

− Professional	 goals Covering the 
things youth want in a career. 

− The	 way	 ahead:	 Exploring the 
ways in which youth view the 
economy and future.  

Access	to	Information		

! Though there is a high level of 
reliance on PEOs for jobs, 
particularly among women, in 
general youth entering the job 
market lack reliable access to 
information and news.  

Figure	 2.1:	 Youths’	 primary	 sources	 of	
news		&	information	(multiple	responses	
allowed)	

	
When asked what sources youth would go 
to get general news and information 67% 
of respondents said they use social 
media to get information and news. The 
high reliance on the internet for news and 
information is consistent with other studies 
on the subject, revealing that more than 
any other medium, young Tunisians use 
and trust the Internet for information. 
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Personal contacts, including friends and 
family, were listed by 44% of the youth. 
While only 31% said they use newspaper 
and TV. Media consumption habits 
remained the same for boys and girls 
across all age groups. 

	

Figure	 2.2:	 Responses	 to	 “Where	 would	
you	 go	 if	 you	wanted	 to	 find	 a	 job?”	 by	
gender	(multiple	responses	allowed)	

 

When asked specifically about sources of 
information for employment, young people 
listed a variety of different methods.  
The most given response (38%) stated that 
they would go to the PEO. Of these 
respondents 71.6% were female. This 
response, and “NGOs” (75% women) were 
the only responses that skewed strongly 
towards women. 
In contrast, boys were most likely to say 
they would go to friends and family to get 
a job. 22% of male respondents listed this 
response while the second highest 
responses for boys, don’t know,” was 
listed by 19%.   
It is also worth noting the differences 
between news sources for general 
information and job related information. 
For instance, the overall reliance on 
“personal relations” (such as friends and 
family) dropped from 44% for general 
news to 17% for employment information. 
Among girls it dropped to just 7%.  
When we look at the use of “Official news 
sources and the internet” 49.7% of youth 
answered one or both of these for general 
news. However, this resource is 
significantly less used for employment 
information, where it was listed by 25% of 
respondents.  

Meanwhile, 23% of young people 
answered that they did not know where 
they would go to find a job.  
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Job	Prospects	

! Surveyed youth in general feel 
positively about their own 
preparation to enter the job market 
and believe highly in their 
education.  

	

Figure	2.3:	The	biggest	barriers	to	getting	
a	job	(multiple	responses	allowed)		

 
Lack of jobs in the country was seen as the 
single biggest barrier to getting a job. Only 
11.7% of youth listed lack of education as 
among their barriers to employment, all of 
whom did not themselves have a 
university degree. Even fewer, 7.6%, 
stated that their lack of skills was a barrier.  
Instead, the majority of youth blame what 
we have termed “systemic factors,” – those 
elements outside of their individual 
control– as the biggest problems facing 
their employment searches. “Lack of jobs” 
was perceived to be by far the largest 

barrier to acquiring employment, listed by 
45.7% of respondents.  

The second highest response, mentioned 
by over one third of the youth, was ‘not 
having the right connections.’ Those less 
likely to be connected, youth whose 
parents did not have a lycee or university 
education, were 10 percentage points 
higher than youth whose parents did have 
a lycee or university education in 
considering this one of their biggest 
obstacles to finding a job.  

The lack of quality in the jobs available 
was also apparent, with low pay and poor 
working conditions each listed by one out 
of every four surveyed youth.  

Of the “personal” barriers listed, 17.3% 
said they did not have enough information 
about jobs while 17.8% said they did not 
know how to get a job. This lack of 
knowledge on the labor market was echoed 
regularly throughout the survey.  

	

Figure	 2.4:	 The	 most	 important	
qualifications	 to	 get	 a	 job	 (multiple	
responses	allowed)	
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When asked specifically about qualities 
and barriers to entering the job market, 
academic qualifications play an outsized 
role in the perspective of youth. 49% listed 
having a good degree as one of the most 
important elements to gaining 
employment. This far surpassed any other 
answer given.  

29% of the surveyed youth stated that a 
good degree was the single most important 
quality. This was far more than either of 
the following categories. “Knowing the 
right people” or “being smart,” each had 
less that 17% who listed this as the single 
most valuable quality. The fact that a 
degree was listed far more often than 
intelligence speaks to the value placed in 
the diploma awarded rather than the 
knowledge acquired.  
A total of 31% of respondents listed 
having connections as among the most 
important aspects to getting a job, showing 
that perceptions of nepotism in the 
Tunisian labor market remain a far 
reaching issue.  Meanwhile, few youth 
noted the value of other qualities such as 
work experience or a good application.  

	

	

	

Figure	 2.5:	 Response	 to	 statement	 “My	
classes	prepared	me	to	get	a	good	job”	

 
Over half of surveyed youth (57%) were 
confident or very confident that their 
education had prepared them to get a good 
job.  
However, 43% of surveyed youth 
disagreed with this statement. There was 
no statistically significant variation across 
different variables such as education 
levels, age, employment status, and 
gender, and even how difficult youth 
perceived their own job prospects.  
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Professional	Goals	

! Youth are generally optimistic 
about their personal prospects, and 
are looking for jobs with respect 
and a good salary.  

 

Figure	2.6:	Response	 to	 the	 statement:	 I	
think	 it	 is	possible	 for	me	to	achieve	my	
professional	goals	in	Tunisia	

 
Youth were mostly optimistic that it was 
possible for them to achieve their 
professional goals in Tunisia.  
When asked about their personal prospects 
on the job market the majority, 61%, of 
youth believed it was possible to achieve 
their professional goals, including 21% 
who strongly agree. Male respondents are 
less positive about their prospects; only 
51% agreed they could achieve their goals, 
compared to 69% of female respondents.  
Among those who stated that “having a 
good degree” was the only thing needed to 
get a job, the percentage that agreed or 
strongly agreed with this statement jumped 
up by 10 percentage points. 	

59.5% of those who said their classes had 
prepared them to get a good job also said 

that they thought it was possible to achieve 
their professional goals in Tunisia. 

	

Figure	 2.7:	 Desired	 sector	 of	 work	
(multiple	responses	allowed)	

	
Over 54% of youth listed multiple 
different sectors in their answers and 
almost none supplied specifics on the job 
or career they would want. 
The most desired area of work was Arts 
and Publishing, closely followed by 
Tourism and Travel, both being listed by 
approximately one quarter of respondents. 
Manufacturing was listed by only 2% of 
respondents and the Public Sector by only 
5% of respondents.  

The fact that all of surveyed youth were 
participants in youth center activities, and 
many of which focus around arts and 
crafts, largely explains the strong 
preference towards “arts and publishing” 
in respondent’s answers. Only 14% of 
youth put this as their sole answer, most of 
whom were still in primary or secondary 
school.  
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There was very little variation to no 
between the desired sectors of work for 
male and female respondents, even in 
sectors that are historically male 
dominated.  
 

Figure	 2.8:	 Most	 important	 qualities	
about	 a	 good	 job	 (multiple	 responses	
allowed)	

 

Respect and status were listed most often 
when youth were asked about the most 
important quality of a good job.  Over half 
of youth included “respect and status” as 
among the most important qualities to a 
job. However, among youth who only 
listed a single quality rather than multiple, 
a good salary was considered the most 
important by 27% of all youth.  
Female respondents were over 20 
percentage points more likely than male 
respondents to list ‘respect and status,’ 
62% of girls compared to 41% of boys. 
25% of youth considered opportunities for 
learning and growth to be important but 
only 15% considered job security to be a 
primary quality in a good job.  
There was little correlation between 
answers to important job qualities and the 
careers youth listed as desirable.  
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The	Way	Ahead	

! Despite high hopes for their future 
a large number of youth want to 
leave Tunisia after finishing their 
education	

	

Figure	2.9:	How	difficult	is	it	to	get	a	job	
in	Tunisia		

 
In contrast to their view of their personal 
prospects, youth were more negative about 
the job market in general in Tunisia.  

When asked about the situation in Tunisia 
for employment, 70% of all respondents 
consider it to be hard or very hard to find a 
job, compared to only 30% who thought it 
was somewhat easy or very easy.  
73% of those who stated that it was in 
general hard or very hard to get a job in 
Tunisia said that it would be easy for them 
personally to achieve their professional 
goals. Compared to only 23% who said it 
was easy or very easy to get a job but 
didn’t believe they could personally 
achieve their professional goals. 
 

 
 

 

Girls were slightly more likely to view the 
job market in Tunisia as challenging, with 
73% of girls stating that is was difficult to 
get a job compared to 65% of boys.  

 

Figure	 2.10:	 Plans	 after	 completing	
education	(multiple	responses	allowed)	

	
Over one third of the youth said their plan 
was to ‘Go outside of Tunisia’ after 
completing their education. This was by 
far the most common response, by a 
significant margin, 15 percentage points 
higher than the next most common answer. 
A fourth of all youth put leaving Tunisia 
as their sole answer. Men were over-
represented among respondents giving this 
answer; with over 40% of male 
respondents saying they wanted to leave. 
Youth under the age of 20 were also more 
likely to say they planned to leave, making 
up 80% of youth giving this response.   
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15% of men and 23% of women said they 
would look for a job in Tunisia after 
graduating. 65% of these youth, and 16% 
of all youth, gave searching for a job in 
Tunisia as their sole plan. The next most 
given response was pursuing further 
training or education or starting a business, 
both of which 16% of youth listed. Just 
over 10% of youth said they didn’t know 
what they would do.  

Among the 35% of all youth who said they 
would leave Tunisia, a number of trends 

emerge. These youth were more likely to 
prioritize ‘a good salary’ over ‘status and 
respect’ in what they looked for in a job 
and say that it was necessary to “know the 
right people” to be hired in Tunisia.  
Only 20% of these youth said they would 
go to the public employment office to get 
work, compared to 38% of youth in 
general. They were also far more likely to 
say they did not believe they could achieve 
their own professional goals in Tunisia. 
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ANALYSIS	

Access	to	Information	

In general the answers given by youth on 
their access to information and news were 
as expected for this age group. They 
reported a high level of dependency on 
social media and the Internet for 
information, as well admitting a lack of 
knowledge about where to go to access 
employment. However several parts of the 
data merit further attention. Most 
noticeably is the large variance between 
the genders with a strong 
reliance on the Public 
Employment Offices among 
women and a dependency 
on personal ties among 
boys.  

Women’s high rate of usage 
of the employment offices is in line with 
national registration rates at the PEOs in 
urban Tunisia. According to the National 
Population and Employment Survey this 
stood at 46% for men and 63% for women 
in 2012.  
A number of variables could account for 
this among both in our survey and in 
national registration rates. In part women 
have generally higher unemployment rates 
than men despite higher graduation rates. 
Additionally, women tend to lack access 
to other networks to turn to for job 
information.  Other factors in our survey 
indicate that women are slightly more 
optimistic and less skeptical of the existing 
systems in society than men, perhaps 
making them more likely to put their trust 
in structures such as governmental offices 
and non-governmental organizations. 
However, these Public Employment 
Offices are understaffed, over-capacity, 
and poorly organized, leaving them unable 
to offer the services to the large numbers 
of unemployed youth registered. The 
Offices have shown little success in 

actually assisting youth in accessing 
jobs. According to a 2012 study by the 
World Bank, only 4.4% who registered say 
they benefited from job search advice and 
only 9.4% were informed about any 
vacancies. It is worth exploring how many 
of these young women are actually placed 
through the employment office, as public 
records are not available.  
For the boys surveyed, friends and family 
were the most used sources of information 

on both news and job 
information. In discussions 
with youth, we find that 
young men trust information 
that they receive through 
social media and personal 
contacts far more than official 
sources, which they often 

view as propaganda.  

However, lack of personal contacts is a 
key obstacle in the search for employment 
among young Tunisians, as seen in figure 
2.3 and listed by 39% of male respondents.  
Surveyed youth are from marginalized 
areas of the city where widespread 
unemployment affects most families, and 
it is unlikely that youth are connected to 
relatives or friends with job opportunities. 
This has the potential to entrench the 
information asymmetries, whereby many 
youth do not learn about job openings, 
further contributing to longer periods of 
unemployment and fewer job placements. 

It is therefore little surprise that one fourth 
of all youth said that they did not know 
where they would go to get a job. Youth 
lack options to find out about job 
opportunities, or even to get 
information about the job market at 
large. As such, lack on access to more 
sources of information is likely to prove a 
substantial constraint for youth job seekers 
in conducting an effective job search. 

“It is unlikely that 
youth are connected to 

relatives or friends 
with job 

opportunities.”	
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Job	prospects:		

The survey covered both the biggest 
barriers youth face to being hired for a job, 
and the qualifications an individual 
applicant needed to get a job. Several 
noteworthy trends emerged in the answers. 
In particular, youth placed a large amount 
of confidence in their own diplomas, 
placing little importance on practical 
experience or technical 
skills. Additionally, on both 
counts, personal connect-
ions were seen as necessary 
by 1 in 3 youth. 
The confidence shown by 
surveyed youth in the 
value of their education 
on the job market was markedly high. 
Youth see their job prospects positively, 
and in general seem to believe that a 
university education – or the degree it 
begets – is enough of a qualification to 
access employment. 69.2% of respondents 
with a university-level education were 
unemployed, 57% of the youth believed 
their education had prepared them to get a 
good job. Across several indicators they 
report that they are well prepared: a good 
degree is the most important qualification 
to getting a job, their education or 
experience as barriers to employment, and 
their job prospects are good. 
However, in Tunisia today a good 
education has not corresponded with a 
good job and this confidence in their 
preparedness and the value of their 
qualifications is in many ways inconsistent 
with the reality of the economy. Indeed, 
university graduates face much higher risk 
of unemployment than their peers with 
lower educational attainment, and by the 
age of 35, half of all university graduates 
in the country remain unemployed. 

Meanwhile, business owners and hiring 
managers report that a university 
education simply does not prepare 
students for the jobs that are available 
and students lack the basic competences 

necessary to competitively perform in a 
globalized economy. Today, the 
Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) ranks Tunisian 
education in the bottom five among 65 
countries assessed internationally for the 
quality of their education systems and 
students’ academic competencies. 
Moreover, employers tend to highly value 

recent work experience 
when recruiting workforce, 
and youth without any 
experience have little 
chances of being hired. 

Despite this, the majority 
of youth blame the 
economy and the system 
overall rather than their 

own lack of skill sets or preparation. 
When asked about the most important 
difficulties in finding work, the lack of 
opportunities and lack of contacts ranked 
the highest. 
Given that reliance on personal 
connections is high even among survey 
respondents, the need for good connections 
and general nepotism inherent in the 
system is clear. Indeed in the current 
framework, with widespread un-
employment the few new jobs that become 
available are first reserved for relatives and 
friends before regular applicants are 
considered. Even so, a much larger 
percentage of youth rank an education 
as more important than connections in 
getting a job.  

Finally, the low quality of existing jobs 
was also regularly mentioned by youth, 
indicating that there are jobs available 
and youth do have access to them, but 
do not feel they are adequate. Much of 
the national frustration among youth over 
the past five years has been due to raised 
social expectations brought on through 
higher education, and a more 
interconnected world. However, the 
economy is not changing quickly enough 
to keep up with an increasingly skilled 

“Youth believe that a 
university education  

– or the degree it begets – 
is enough of a 

qualification to access 
employment.”	
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labor force and most jobs available are unskilled, low-productivity, and low wage.  

Professional	Goals  

In addition to covering youths’ 
perspectives on recruitment and hiring, the 
survey contained several questions aimed 
at gauging young peoples’ view of their 
career prospects. Despite perceiving a 
large number of systemic barriers to 
getting jobs, the striking majority of 
youth, still feel they will be able to 
achieve their professional goals in 
Tunisia.  

This optimism is closely correlated with 
the value that youth place on their own 
education and self-worth. Additionally, 
tangible lack of knowledge 
that youth have about the 
job market likely plays a 
large role, particularly as a 
large number of the 
surveyed youth were still in 
school and did not have 
first hand experience 
conducting a job search. 
This was reinforced during discussions; 
youth often lack vocational skills as well 
as a basic understanding of what skills are 
necessary to succeed in a professional 
environment or even what careers are 
available to them.  

Unfortunately, more education has not 
been a successful cure. The former 
minister of higher education, has noted 
that even graduates with degrees in 
telecommunications and multimedia 
computing, or doctorates in biology, have 
trouble finding jobs. 
This optimism is also visible in the type of 
professions the youth see themselves 
working in. Despite the fact that a quarter 
of the working population in Tunisia is 

employed in public sectors and one of the 
only growing sectors currently in 
manufacturing, very few youth selected 
these professions. A large number chose 
arts and tourism as the sectors they would 
like to seek employment in. The 
prominence of tourism among the answers 
of youth is likely reflective of the 
substantial size tourism has historically 
played in Tunisia’s economy. Tourism 
directly and indirectly accounted for about 
14% of jobs, however this has dropped 
drastically in recent years, down to as low 
as 7%, in 2015. A greater awareness 
about what types of careers are 

currently available and 
which sectors are likely 
to remain viable in the 
future could greatly aid 
youth in broadening their 
horizons and defining 
their goals.   

Another stark result of 
the survey was the 

prominence youth gave to “respect and 
status” when asked about the most 
important qualities of a job. Notably, 
69.1% of those choosing ‘Good salary’ 
and not selecting ‘Respect and status’, 
were men, much higher than the average 
for respondents. This reflects the fact that 
financial pressures are felt more keenly by 
men as they are expected to be ‘bread 
winners’. The emphasis on status and 
respect reinforces our findings that the 
jobs available are considered inadequate 
by youth, particularly those with higher 
education. New avenues need to be 
developed to overcome this mismatch.  
	 	

“Youth often lack 
vocational skills as well as 
a basic understanding of 

what skills are necessary to 
succeed in a professional 

environment.”	
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The	Way	Ahead:	

Finally we asked on a broader level how 
difficult the youth thought it was to get a 
job in Tunisia and what their own plans 
were for the future. Despite having 
expressed optimism for their own ability 
to succeed professionally, youth showed 
deep misgivings about the Tunisian job 
market in general.  
One cluster in particular stood out within 
the surveyed youth, namely those who 
answered that their only plan for the future 
was to leave Tunisia. We found that this 
group, primarily made up of young 
men, also tended to have less faith in 
their own prospects and the situation in 
Tunisia overall. Only 14% of the youth 
who wanted to leave Tunisia said they 
would visit the PEO for support, and they 
were far more likely to 
blame systemic problems 
for the poor job market in 
Tunisia, exhibiting little 
faith in the economy or in 
the government to provide 
solutions or assistance. 
The pressure to emigrate as 
a way to provide for the 
family through remittances 
and escape the local pressures of 
unemployment is hardly new. The 
Tunisian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
estimating that more than 1.2 million 
Tunisians were living abroad in 2015 out 
of a total population of 11 million. 
However, in recent years a new emigration 
trend of Tunisians leaving to join the 
battlefields in Syria and Libya has 
emerged. The number of Tunisian youth 
joining extremist groups has been 
disproportionate to the nation’s population 
and far outstripped countries of similar 
economic status. Many of the same 
motivations; income, discontent, respect, 
marginalization, are posited as lying 
behind this trend.  
In discussions with surveyed youth, many 
young men see only two choices presented 

to them for self-fulfillment and success: 
flee to Europe, or fight in Syria. They 
saw little difference between these options; 
both would allow them to achieve a better 
future and greater opportunity than they 
found in Tunisia.  These youth didn’t 
focus on the religious ambitions of the 
jihadist groups or the plight of the Syrian 
people but instead mentioned the 
monthly salaries offered by groups like 
Daesh and al-Nusra Front to their 
fighters as well as financial support for 
families. The motivations behind these 
sentiments need to be further explored and 
addressed. 
The high number of youth who reported 
they would go abroad, and to openly 
discuss aspirations to travel to Syria or 
Libya, is particularly startling given the 
surveyed group’s general optimism. The 

youth targeted was self-
selecting; they had chosen to 
participate in activities at the 
local Youth Centers. They 
are therefore not 
representative of the full 
population, but instead are 
the youth likely to be more 
engaged and less 
disenfranchised than youth 

who participated in no extra curricular 
activities. This bias in the survey is 
particularly worth noting as we predict that 
youth who are even more disengaged from 
social and civic activities are likely to be 
even less committed to staying in Tunisia. 
More comprehensive research is needed to 
further explore this hypothesis. 

It’s clear even in this short survey that a 
large number of these youth see their 
prospects in Tunisia falling short of the 
high expectations they have for careers. 
This leaves them with a strong sense of 
alienation and disaffection and drives the 
belief that leaving Tunisia is the only path 
to succeed. Without greater access to 
opportunities to succeed within the 
country, we do not see this trend 
decreasing. 

“Many young men see 
only two choices 

presented to them for 
self-fulfillment and 

success: flee to Europe, 
or fight in Syria.”	
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Despite the large number of youth who 
showed little confidence in the Tunisia job 
market, many youth listed that they 
planned to look for jobs or pursue further 
training and education. At least one in six 
of youth expressed interest in starting 
their own businesses.  
Though entrepreneurship is not the 
pancreas it has often been touted as, it does 

remain a strong avenue to improve both an 
individual’s prospects and opportunity. 
These youth were not statistically more 
optimistic across the range of indicators, 
but the interest in starting a business 
remains highly positive, particularly in a 
country that has historically encouraged 
only conservative routes of employment.  
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CONCLUSION	AND	RECOMMENDATIONS		
 

The transition from education to 
employment is a complex process that is 
currently replete with difficulties for 
youth, most noticeable disillusionment 
with the system and long-term 
unemployment. In addition to being a 
harrowing problem in itself, youth 
unemployment is a major hindrance to 
Tunisia’s economy, which loses great 
potential from a large and valuable part of 
its labor force. There is no easy way to 
overcome these challenges, and even 
sweeping reforms to the macroeconomic 
environment would need to be exhaustive 
to impact the marginalized neighborhoods 
of Tunisia as well a change the underlying 
culture of work.  
However, this survey has gathered a 
number of evidence-based insights into 
youth perceptions and experiences that can 
be used as a first step to addressing some 
of the problems these youth face. The 
sample size for this initial study is modest, 
but the results nevertheless reveal some 
highly interesting trends among local 
youth in these marginalized areas that 
provide strong opportunity for further 
study and intervention. In particular we 
look to the following potential 
interventions to better confront the 
problem of youth unemployment and 
improve the circumstances of marginalized 
communities: 
Increase awareness of the job market: 
Currently many young people we 
encounter are not aware that their diploma 
will not get them a job and do not see how 
extra training could benefit them. We also 
find that young people in poorer 
neighborhoods are unaware of what skills 
potential employers might seek and what 
areas of the economy show potential for 
growth. Greater dissemination and 
circulation of relevant information is a 
crucial first step to helping youth 
overcome this access barrier. In particular 
existing channels of information gathering 

should be used, particularly on social 
media sites like Facebook.  

Show positive examples of success: 
Moralizing about the need for “a culture of 
work” and lecturing young people about 
the need to revise their expectations will 
only disenfranchise youth further, unless 
incentive is given to embrace such a 
culture. Circulating positive and 
achievable stories of success to give youth 
role models and examples of clear paths 
ahead that they can live up to. In 
discussions with youth about their future 
hopes, many young men saw two choices 
ahead of them to make money, Syria/Libya 
or Europe. Increasing awareness of how 
youth like themselves can succeed and 
thrive in other ways is crucial to 
broadening their horizons.  
Create Networks and Support: Youth 
also lack support systems that can help 
them prepare for the recruitment and hiring 
processes that are necessary to reaching 
employment. Particularly in a market 
where personal connections are valued, 
creating opportunities for mentorship and 
networking contacts outside of family 
relations can go far to overcoming the 
barriers of “who you know.” Positive 
figures in their life can give youth 
direction, tutelage and help young people 
better understand and navigate the job 
market. For young women in particular 
this has the potential to level the playing 
field and create greater access to the jobs 
and field that they would like to build their 
career in.  
Encourage employment education: 
Young people have grown up in an 
educational and training system that 
encourages developing credentials over 
developing skills. Thus, young people face 
a labor market where there are many 
others with the same credentials, but only 
weak job offerings unless they have 
capacities that will improve companies’ 
profitability. Students need to start 
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developing skills that employers want and 
capacities that will actually assist them on 
the job. Training should be available that 
offer high-quality technical skills to 
overcome the skill mismatch, especially by 
remaining flexible to respond to the needs 
of available vacancies. Additional soft 
skills to succeed in a business environment 
are also important for youth who have no 
prior experience in the workforce.  

Integrate with existing structures: 
Employment offices interface with a large 
percentage of job seekers, focusing on 
identification and registration, selection for 
special programs and benefits payment. 
Despite their many shortcomings in 
effectiveness, this makes these platforms, 
and others like them, great starting blocks 
to reach youth, collect and disseminate 
information and offer new program 
delivery, particularly that executed by the 
private sector. 

Offer first work experiences: Employers 
tend to highly value recent work 
experience which many graduates do not 
have given that summer jobs or part time 
jobs for students have not historically been 
part of the work culture in Tunisia. 

Creating programs for internships or short-
term job shadows, both paid and unpaid 
will be crucial in helping youth overcome 
this experience barrier.  

Undertake further research: The 
findings of this survey are merely the 
beginning of developing an understanding 
of the perceptions of youth in socially and 
economically marginalized communities. 
Continued exploration of this topic and 
related ones is crucial to investigate the 
findings and delve into the issues. 
Additional factors such as market needs 
and opportunities, employers and 
educators’ perspectives, and the existing 
fabric of youth support programs must be 
explored to create a more complete picture 
and offer additional avenues for success. 
This research also contributes to our wider 
research into root causes of insecurity, the 
rise of violent extremist groups, and youth 
disenfranchisement in Tunisia. For such 
studies, having a strong baseline of how 
youth get their information, what they 
think about their own prospects, and what 
factions of youth are most drawn abroad is 
a crucial beginning. 

  



ISAMU	International	–	2016	–	Youth	Perceptions	Survey		 	 29	
 

 

 

ISAMU International  

www.isamuintl.com 
Cover photo by Author  

 


