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Foreword: Warning signs 
 
The 2014 Labour Overview of Latin America and the Caribbean is characterized by slower 
economic growth. Following a decade of robust growth, during which the region created jobs 
and improved the quality of employment, there is uncertainty and apprehension about the 
possibility that we cannot continue to advance or may even lose ground on some of the 
achievements made. 
 
Currently, there are nearly 15 million unemployed in urban areas of the region. Next year, there 
will likely be 500,000 more unemployed since the urban unemployment rate is expected to rise 
by two-tenths of a percentage point, from the ILO’s estimate of 6.1% in 2014 to 6.3% in 2015. 
 
Economic growth estimates for the region have been diminishing since the beginning of the year 
and are now expected to reach just over 1.0% in 2014 and 2.2% in 2015. This growth will be 
insufficient to prevent an increase in unemployment. 
 
Currently, the most worrying issue is that job growth is slowing in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. The urban employment-to-population ratio has fallen over the past two years and 
now stands at 56.2%. The only time this ratio declined in the past decade was in 2009, the year 
of the global financial crisis. 
 
What does this figure mean? Basically, that one million jobs were not created in 2014. 
 
However, unemployment did not rise this year, it actually fell slightly. Why did this happen? 
 
Normally, reductions in job creation are accompanied by increases in unemployment, but this 
did not occur. This is largely explained by the decline in the labour participation rate, which 
reflects the size of the labour force. This indicator decreased to 59.9%, a reduction sufficient to 
offset the decline in the pace of job creation. 
 
In other words, whereas in previous years the decrease in unemployment resulted from an 
increased supply of jobs, it is currently explained by the large numbers of people who are 
leaving the labour market. 
 
The reduction in the labour force participation rate means that many people --especially women 
and young people-- no longer receive an income which may be important for the wellbeing of 
their households.  Sometimes this is for positive reasons, such as remaining in school to 
complete their education, but in other cases it results from discouragement and frustration at 
the lack of opportunities. 
 
These circumstances make it difficult to advance in closing the gender gaps that still persist in 
the region’s labour markets. Although large numbers of women are now employed, their labour 
force participation rate is still 30% lower than that of men. Women looking for work face an 
unemployment rate that is 30% higher than that of men. 
 
Young people are also at a disadvantage. Forty percent of the region’s unemployed are between 
the ages of 15 and 24 and face an unemployment rate two to four times higher than that of 
adults. 



 
The decline in the labour force participation rate is a short-term phenomenon. Many people 
who temporarily left the labour market in 2014 will return in search of employment again next 
year, joining the youth who will participate in the labour market for the first time. The region 
will need to create nearly 50 million jobs over the next 10 years just to compensate for 
demographic growth. 
 
Besides unemployment, there are problems associated with the quality of employment. In an 
advance of this Labour Overview presented in October, we warned that the region has 130 
million workers employed in informal conditions, which usually means poor labour conditions, 
job instability and a lack of social protection and respect for their rights. 
 
Given that the economies depend heavily on their domestic markets, the slowdown in the 
growth of wages and the wage-earning population is another warning sign. 
 
This labour market overview indicates that the challenge of creating more quality jobs remains, 
and that it is even more difficult to achieve this in a context of economic deceleration. 
 
We must now rethink strategies to drive growth and productive transformation, strengthening 
economic and social inclusion through the labour market. It is a daunting task. 
 
This challenge was addressed by representatives of governments, employers’ organizations and 
workers’ organizations during the ILO’s 18th American Regional Meeting held in Peru in 
October 2014. The Lima Declaration adopted at the meeting underscored that “to combat 
inequality requires integrated economic and social public policies that promote social inclusion, 
decent work and productive employment, as well as an enabling environment for sustainable 
enterprises.” 
 
The promotion of decent work is one of the key issues that the international community is 
addressing in the framework of the discussion of post-2015 development goals. The focus is on 
recognizing the importance of employment as a component of sustainable development and an 
essential part of more robust, inclusive growth. 
 
With the 2014 Labour Overview of Latin America and the Caribbean, the ILO hopes to contribute 
to the knowledge on what the countries have achieved in recent years, which has been 
considerable, and on key future challenges in the world of work, including the warning signs 
that require urgent attention. 
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