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Dr Wolfgang Müller *| German Institute for Defence and Strategic Studies (GIDS) 

Failing States 
The Development of Youth Unemployment as a 
Potential Early Warning Indicator? 

1 Introduction 

Among the most important undertakings in the field of international cooperation for 
sustainable development are interventions to prevent the failure of states or at least to 
slow down this process.1 Such interventions are generally based on the assessment that 
a state is on the brink of failure and thus requires external intervention. Therefore, it is 
essential to determine whether this assessment is correct and whether it was made early 
enough to allow for a timely intervention. This question is not only an important one, 
but also an old one.2 The reasons for its importance are too manifold to be covered in 
full in this paper, which is why it will concentrate on the security dimension.3 

More specifically, the question of how to identify failing or failed states, and even 
more importantly, how to arrive at indicators of improvement or deterioration in the 
degree of a state’s fragility is at the heart of this paper. It raises the question of whether 
there could be an early-warning indicator that is easier to use than, for example, the 
Fragile States Index (FSI). This paper intends to kick off further research, if indeed such 
a significant reduction of complexity will prove useful. One indicator, youth unemploy-
ment, will be taken to test the hypothesis that a single indicator – and more specifically, 
this indicator – can serve as the only leading early-warning indicator for state failure 
instead of the bundle of indicators that currently compromise indices such as the FSI. 
Several past and current situations in different states will be used to test this hypothesis.  

Consequently, there are several issues that remain beyond the scope of the present 
paper. Providing an exact definition of failing or failed states is not an intention of this 
paper. Neither does it focus on the reasoning behind the aforementioned interventions, 
be they due to security, economic, moral or other reasons. Regarding the implications 
for security, what matters with regard to early warning is not what kind of security 

──── 
* Dr Wolfgang Müller is a Research Fellow at the German Institute for Defence and Strategies 

Studies, specialising in the subject areas of China and Total Defence. Prior to working for the 
GIDS, he occupied several national and international leadership positions, including in the Ger-
man public administration. He holds an MBA and a PhD in Economics from the Bundeswehr 
University Hamburg/University of the Bundeswehr Munich. During his military career, he 
served as an Air Force officer with assignments to NATO, the UN and in military intelligence. 

1  See for example: Kaplan 2008; European Commission 2007; Department for International De-
velopment 2005; Gisselquist/Justino/Vaccaro 2025; Lorch/Ziaja/Grävingholt 2024. 

2  See for example: Jackson 1990; Zartman 1995; Putzel 2010; Hegre et al. 2021; Muggah/Whit-
lock 2021. 

3  See for example: Patrick 2010; OECD 2010; Brock/Holm/Sorenson 2012; Debiel/Lambach 
2009; Oskanian 2021; Clausen/Albrecht 2021. 
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category is affected (such as terrorism4, migration5, islamisation6, civil war7 or crime8). 
Rather, what matters is whether a state’s collapse may create spill-over effects to neigh-
bours9 or the wider world10, which would have significant geostrategic implications. 

2 The current indices of indicators and their critics 
The idea of labelling a state ‘failed’, ‘failing’ or ‘fragile’, in combination with transpar-
ency about the indications used to arrive at such a conclusion, has led to the development 
of a number of different Fragile / Failing States Indices11:  
 
─ Index of State Weakness in the Developing World12 
─ Country Indicators for Foreign Policy13 
─ Classification of Fragile and Conflict-Affected Situations14/ Country Policy and 

Institutional Assessment 
─ Bertelsmann Transformation Index15 
─ Fragile States Index16. 

Those indices are composed of several indicators across various policy areas: 

Tab. 1 Fragile State Indices 

Fragile States Index (Fund for Peace) 12 indicators 

Transformation Index (Bertelsmann) 49 questions for qualitative assessment / 17 
indicators 

Classification of Fragile and Conflict-Affected Situa-
tions/ Country Policy and Institutional Assessment 
(World Bank) 

16 indicators 

Country Indicators for Foreign Policy (Norman Pat-
terson School of International Affairs) 

83 indicators 

Index of State Weakness in the Developing World 
(Brookings) 

20 indicators 

In the past, these indices were used to obtain information regarding two specific ques-
tions: Is an intervention necessary due to a bad overall ranking? And: What areas have 

──── 
4  Cf. on this: Rotberg 2003; Pasagic 2020. 
5  Cf. on this: Koller 2000; Martin-Shields 2017. 
6  Cf. on this: Celso/Nalbandov 2016; Taspinar 2009; Friedrich Ebert Stiftung 2015. 
7  Cf. on this: Geiß 2009; Collier/Hoeffert 1998. 
8  Cf. on this: Hansen 2011; Gros 2003. 
9  Cf. on this: Iqbal/Starr 2008. 
10  Cf. on this: Schneckener 2005. 
11  For an overview see: Schneckener 2007; Mata/Ziaja 2009. 
12  Brookings Institution n.d. 
13  Norman Paterson School of International Affairs n.d. 
14  World Bank n.d. 
15  Bertelsmann n.d. 
16  The Fund for Peace n.d.. 
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the greatest need for external intervention? Based on these rankings – and therefore the 
identified weak policy areas – comprehensive state-building measures were then intro-
duced. 

Today, the meaningfulness of those indices is being questioned, as they have major 
conceptual limits and have thus been subject to some criticism regarding their role as 
the normative foundation both for international policy and development assistance.17 
Among the arguments brought forward by critics is that these indices often distort the 
quantitative ranking through the aggregation of unweighted indicators and their com-
pensatory effects and that the differentiation between causes and outcomes is often 
blurred. In short: ‘The consequence of such agglomeration of diverse criteria is to throw 
a monolithic cloak over disparate problems that require tailored solutions.’18 The most 
prominent example of how generic solutions applied to very distinct contexts can lead 
to the overall failure of state building is Afghanistan. To what extent that is due to a 
wrong strategy being chosen based on this particular methodological flaw is a question 
that remains unanswered, but the assumption is at least plausible. And there is yet an-
other flaw in the usefulness of such complex and extremely work-intensive indices: 
looking at the countries ranking last in all 5 indices and those who are listed in at least 
4 of the 5 indices, the result does not come as a surprise – such clear cases could have 
been identified without using the extensive methodology of these indices.19 

As regards the specific issue of early-warning mechanisms, some work has been 
done by the OECD and the Political Instability Task Force (PITF). The OECD, for ex-
ample, has proposed to use ‘early-warners’, i.e., local actors on the ground20, and the 
PITF has come up with four key indicators: regime type, infant mortality, armed conflict 
in neighbouring countries and state-led political discrimination.21 The Fund for Peace 
Index explicitly aims to be an early-warning tool as well.22 

As this paper argues, just one variable – (youth)employment – should be taken out 
of the indices and made the leading indicator for early warning.  

Admittedly, there are some flaws to this approach from a methodological point of 
view: 

First, early warning is not only about facts and model development. It is mainly 
about anticipating specific developments and preventing them from happening – or at 
least lessening their impact. Early warning also provides a useful starting point for allo-
cating strategies and resources in response to a worsening situation, as it is a given fact 
that prevention is always more cost-effective than restoration. It should not serve as a 
prediction model to determine the time and extent of a state’s collapse, but rather to 
bring this particular country more into the focus of attention.  

Second, it could also be argued that a different single indicator should be used. This 
paper is not built around a methodological approach determine, once and for all, which 
variable could serve best as the leading indicator, nor will it test the hypothesis by 

──── 
17  See for example: Saeed 2020 and 2023; Hukil 2013; Bhuta 2015; Nay 2013; Bethke 2012; Call 

2010; Milante 2023. 
18  Call 2008, here p. 1495. 
19  Mata/Ziaja 2010; for a more detailed case-study based analysis see: Glawion/de Vries/Mehler 

2018. 
20  See for example: OECD 2014; OECD 2009. 
21  Esty et al. 1995; Esty et al. 1999. 
22  Baker 2007. 
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comparing different single indicators across country-specific situations. Nor does it ig-
nore the fact that there are interdependent or supporting indicators as well. 

Nevertheless, there are reasons for taking youth unemployment as the potential lead 
indicator, which are the following: 

 
─ The labour market situation is one of the main – if not the most important – stabi-

lisation factors of a society as such. Several studies have revealed the interconnec-
tion between unemployment and political stability. Therefore, one of the indicators 
to be found in Failing State Indices is the unemployment situation.23 

─ The potential for social unrest or strong (if not to say violent) forms of protest is 
much higher among young people than in any other age cohort of society.24 

─ At the same time, young people in work are a potential stabilisation factor.25 
─ (Youth)Employment is the dependent variable with regard to a lot of other varia-

bles in the aforementioned indices, although they are seen as equally important. 
Some of these variables are: demographics, educational level, educational content, 
economic development, corruption, import-export structure, sectoral structure of 
the economy, private and public markets, social security net, proportion of remit-
tances in relation to GDP etc. 

Therefore, high levels of youth unemployment can be a strong signal of deeper struc-
tural issues within a country, potentially contributing to its classification as a failed state. 
These are the key points on how youth unemployment as a dependent variable serves as 
an indicator for failed states: 
 
1. Economic Stability: High youth unemployment reflects poor economic conditions and a 

lack of economic opportunities. This indicates that the state is unable to provide jobs for 
a significant portion of its population, which can lead to broader economic instability. 

2. Social Stability: Unemployed youth are more likely to experience frustration, hopeless-
ness, and disillusionment, which can lead to increased social unrest, crime, and violence.  

3. Political Stability: High youth unemployment can fuel political instability. Disenfran-
chised youth may become more susceptible to extremist ideologies, leading to political 
radicalisation and potential insurgency.  

4. Educational Failures: Persistently high youth unemployment can also indicate systemic 
failures in the education system. If educational institutions are not adequately preparing 
young people for the job market, it reflects a broader failure of state infrastructure. 

5. Health and Welfare: Unemployment affects not only the economic status but also the 
mental and physical health of young people.  

6. Migration and Brain Drain: High youth unemployment often leads to increased migra-
tion as young people seek opportunities elsewhere. This brain drain can further weaken 
the state, reducing its ability to develop and grow economically. 

7. Intergenerational Tensions: Prolonged youth unemployment can lead to tensions be-
tween generations, particularly if older workers are seen as occupying positions that 
could be filled by younger individuals. This can exacerbate social divisions and weaken 
social cohesion. 

──── 
23  See for example: Stewart 2015; Berman et al. 2011; Brück 2012; GIZ 2015. 
24  See for example: Cramer 2010; Gertel 2021; UNICEF 2024; Dardeli 2020; Honwana 2019; 

Yom/Lynch/al-Khatib 2019. 
25  See for example: Dowd 2017; McLean-Hilker/Fraser 2009; Walton 2010; Cramer 2015; Bat-

manglich/Enria 2014; Munive 2008; for a more critical view see: Gilligan 2016. 
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One might think that the overall economic situation might be a potential better single 
indicator compared to youth unemployment. There are several reasons, however, why 
this is not the case. The most important one: Depending on the economic structure of a 
national economy and the relative strength of the different economic sectors, one might 
find a statistically strong economy with a solid growth rate, but still high levels of un- 
or underemployment. Although there is a strong link between economic growth and 
unemployment26, more and more critics are questioning that principle in today’s time.27 

To look at a specific labour market situation, one needs also to look at de-
mographics. A growing working-age population can, on the one hand, be the foundation 
for economic growth; on the other, it requires measures to ensure the integration of new 
labour market entrants. If, for example, youth unemployment in a country is high, but 
the share of young people in that society is comparably small, the high level of youth 
unemployment will have a lesser impact on the issue of social, political and intergener-
ational stability.28 

3 Testing the hypothesis 
The hypothesis of this paper is, if one indicator – youth unemployment – can be taken 
as the only leading early-warning indicator for state failure instead of the bundle of 
indicators that currently compromise Failing-States-indices. To test it, but also to iden-
tify its methodological limitations, we will take a closer look at three situations: 
 
─ The situation in the countries of the Maghreb region (Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, 

Tunisia and Libya) prior to the Arab Spring, 
─ the situation in the countries of the Sahel zone (Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali) 

prior to the military coup d’états and 
─ the situation in China. 

Regarding our first situation, we saw a strong increase in demographic growth in the 
above-named countries of the Maghreb region from the mid-seventies until the nineties, 
especially due to higher birth rates29. By early 2000, the share of this age cohort in-
creased up to 50 % with regard to the overall population30: 
  

──── 
26  The so called ‘Okun’s Law’: a 2 % increase in economic growth leads to a 1 % decrease in 

unemployment (Samuelson/Nordhaus 2009, here p. 597). 
27  Cf. on this: Hinterberger et al. 2012; Hammer 2021; Ball/Leigh/Loungani 2013. 
28  Cf. on this: ILO n.d. 
29  See Fig. 1–5. 
30  Fuller 2004: 6. 
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Fig. 1 Egypt: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024a) 

Fig. 2 Tunisia: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024b) 
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Fig. 3 Libya: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024c) 

Fig. 4 Morocco: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024d) 
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Fig. 5 Algeria: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024e) 

Tab. 2 Demographic Growth (UN World Population Statistics) 

State 2000 2020 2030 

Egypt 55.7 32.5 28.1 

Turkey 50.4 39.2 35.7 

Iran 59.3 42.4 38.9 

Pakistan 61.0 56.2 51.4 

S. Arabia 62.3 56.1 52.1 

Iraq 61.7 53.9 47.2 
Yemen 65.3 68.4 65.7 

Algeria 56.5 40.9 37.4 

Indonesia 50.7 39.5 36.4 

Morocco 55.1 43.4 38.4 

Looking at the development of youth unemployment in these countries prior to the Arab 
Spring31, the difficulty of meeting the political, social, economic, and infrastructural 
demands created by this age cohort is obvious. Constant rates of unemployment of at 
least 20 % and above (with the exception of Morocco, although it came close to 20 %, 
too) could be observed. Even though there are no exact figures, a high rate of underem-
ployment or employment outside the formal sector can also be assumed. To sum up, the 
constant incapability of each of these states to accommodate the expectations of the 
young generation with regard to (meaningful) employment, income security, poverty 
prevention, etc. created an enormous pressure inside their societies. From the author’s 

──── 
31  See Tab. 3, and then the Fig. 6–10 for the individual countries. 
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perspective, it is fair to assume that the effects of this (over)pressure led to the events 
of the Arab Spring, with security implications that still reverberate today. 

Tab. 3 Youth unemployment rates in % (ILO 2024) 

Country Source Sex Age Year Value 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2011 22.4 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2010 21.5 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2009 21.3 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2008 23.8 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2007 27.4 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2006 24.3 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2005 31.1 

Algeria LFS - Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2001 47.8 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2011 29.3 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2010 24.3 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2009 24.8 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2008 25 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2007 24.8 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2006 29.9 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2002 27.1 

Egypt LFS - Labour Force Sample Survey Total 15–24 2001 27.7 

Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2011 17.9 

Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2010 17.6 

Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2009 16.6 

Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2008 18.2 

Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2007 15.6 
Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2006 16.6 
Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2005 15.7 
Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2004 15.4 
Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2003 17 
Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2002 17.6 
Morocco LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2001 18.9 
Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 

Survey 
Total 15–24 2011 42.3 

Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 
Survey 

Total 15–24 2010 29.4 

Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 
Survey 

Total 15–24 2009 30.9 

Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 
Survey 

Total 15–24 2008 28.4 

Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 
Survey 

Total 15–24 2007 27.9 

Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 
Survey 

Total 15–24 2006 27.7 

Tunisia LFS - National Population and Employment 
Survey 

Total 15–24 2005 28.2 
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Fig. 6 Egypt: Youth unemployment rate from 2004 to 2023 (Statista 2024a) 

Fig. 7 Tunisia: Youth unemployment rate from 2004 to 2023 (Statista 2024b) 
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Fig. 8 Libya: Youth unemployment rate from 2004 to 2023 (Statista 2024c) 

Fig. 9 Morocco: Youth unemployment rate from 2004 to 2023 (Statista 2024d) 
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Fig. 10 Algeria: Youth unemployment rate from 2004 to 2023 (Statista 2024e) 

At this point we have to be aware that measuring employment – and unemployment – 
around the world is far from being easy or consistent.32 The ILO provides several data 
sets when it comes to the topic of employment. As important as unemployment is, there 
is also the concept of underemployment, employment outside the formal sector, or just 
being outside of the labour force. If we want to have a consistent statistical data set 
covering a specific time frame across various countries, we will end up with a lot of 
blind spots. In our example provided in Fig. 6, we see, for instance, that in the case of 
Egypt there are no data for the years 2003, 2004, and 2006. When we start looking at 
the other data around employment, the gaps are becoming even more numerous. This is 
particularly the case with our other two scenarios. 

In our second situation, we want to take a closer look at the employment situation 
in Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali prior to the military coups. The methodological re-
straints mentioned above are particularly present with regard to these countries. Looking 
at demographics, we see pretty much the same picture as in the states of the Maghreb 
region, although the time frame is different.33 As the statistical labour market data pro-
vided by the ILO is too weak34, we need to take qualitative analyses of the domestic 
reasons behind the coups into account.35 A repetitive argument is a proportionally large 
young generation without any economic perspective, frustrated over the wealth of a 
small and – in their perception – corrupt elite without any chance for themselves of 
sustainable income and stability/ security. Another option would be to fall back on local 

──── 
32  For an extensive methodological discussion, see: ILO 2019a. 
33  See Fig. 11–13; see also: Sippel et al. 2011. 
34  See Tab. 4. 
35  See for example: Mahmoud/Taifouri 2013; Tschörner 2023; Ayala 2023. 
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studies.36 Although there are substantial hints to strengthen our hypothesis, the causal 
link is less strong. 

Fig. 11 Niger: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024f) 

Fig. 12 Mali: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024g)  

──── 
36  See for example: African Development Bank Group n.d.; examples for older studies, but high-

lighting the same issue, are: UN Population Fund 2012; Irwin/Mader/Flynn 2018; Fortune/Is-
mail/Stephen 2015; Danish Trade Union Development Agency 2022. 
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Fig. 13 Burkina Faso: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024h) 

Tab. 4 Youth unemployment rates in % (ILO 2024) 
 

Country Source Sex Age Year Value 
Burkina 
Faso 

LFS - Regional Integrated Survey on Employment and 
the Informal Sector 

Total 15–24 2023 8.6 

Burkina 
Faso 

HIES - Harmonized Survey on Household Living Condi-
tions 

Total 15–24 2022 3.4 

Burkina 
Faso 

HIES - Harmonized Survey on Household Living Condi-
tions 

Total 15–24 2019 2 

Burkina 
Faso 

LFS - Regional Integrated Survey on Employment and 
the Informal Sector 

Total 15–24 2018 8.6 

Burkina 
Faso 

HIES - Continuous Multisectoral Survey Total 15–24 2014 8.7 

Mali HIES - Harmonized Survey on Household Living Condi-
tions 

Total 15–24 2022 3.3 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2020 7.5 

Mali HIES - Harmonized Survey on Household Living Condi-
tions 

Total 15–24 2019 4.8 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2018 2.4 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2017 19.6 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2016 2.3 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2015 20 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2014 8.2 

Mali LFS - Continous Household Employment Survey Total 15–24 2013 8.5 

Niger HIES - National Survey on Household Living Conditions Total 15–24 2022 0.4 

Niger HIES - National Survey on Household Living Conditions Total 15–24 2019 0.8 

Niger LFS - National Survey on Employment and the Informal 
Sector 

Total 15–24 2017 16.6 

Niger HIES - National Survey on Household Living Conditions Total 15–24 2014 0.7 
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Looking at our last situation, we are faced with another problem: China cannot be con-
sidered a failing state, let alone a failed state. But as China is confronted with an un-
precedented rise of youth unemployment, it deserves a closer look as well. Being an 
authoritarian state, independent from outside institutions like the ILO or the World 
Bank, if and when China wants to be, statistics are a particularly sensitive issue37. As 
regards China’s youth, the growth of this demographic group has already reached its 
peak and is falling.38 If we look at the ILO Data for the unemployment situation39, we 
are limited regarding the time frame. A different source illustrates the dramatic increase 
in the last years. Currently, youth unemployment has reached the highest level ever rec-
orded in China.40 Looking at the reaction of the state – besides the issue with the statistic 
itself –, several interventions can be observed. The fundamental difference to the coun-
tries of the Maghreb region and the Sahel zone is the constitution of the economy as 
such. This constitution serves as a stability measure by itself.41 But we also see active 
measures, like sending young people into rural areas – the same measure (sending more 
than 16 million young people into the villages) that was used by Mao Zedong in the 
sixties and seventies – or investing heavily in the start-up community.42 In conclusion, 
the development of youth unemployment triggered a fundamental and quick reaction by 
the Chinese government. This supports the hypothesis that drastic negative changes can 
serve as an early warning mechanism and trigger strong reactions. 

Fig. 14 China: Population by broad age groups (United Nations 2024i) 

──── 
37  It is even argued, that due to the bad figures in unemployment, the Bureau of Statistics in China 

ceased to published new monthly figures (Gänger 2023). 
38  See Fig. 14. 
39  See Tab. 5. 
40  See Fig. 15. 
41  Cf. on this: Wen 2020; Wen 2019; Li 2011. 
42  Amme 2023. 
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Tab. 5 Youth unemployment rates in % (ILO 2024) 

Country Source Sex Age Year Value 

China LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2021 14,2 
China LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2020 14,2 
China LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2019 11,8 
China LFS - National Employment Survey Total 15–24 2018 10,8 

 

Fig. 15 China: Youth unemployment rate from 2004 to 2023 (Statista 2024f) 

4 Conclusion 
Employment creation is an accepted tool in international development cooperation, and 
thus strongly promoted.43 Therefore, several studies exist on the effects of employment 
creation, even meta-analyses.44 But we do see two limitations: Interventions with tar-
geted and nationwide labour market policy instruments, coordinated as both national 
and international efforts, do hardly exist. One of the meta-analyses45 found only 7 suit-
able studies that examine whether primary quantitative and qualitative evidence on the 

──── 
43  See for example: ILO International Training Centre Conferences (Promotion of decent work in 

situations of fragility, Promotion of youth employment in fragile settings, Promotion of youth 
employment in fragile settings in the context of COVID-19) or G7 High Level Group Meeting 
(Private sector investment and job creation in Fragile States); World Bank 2016; also: ILO 
2019b. 

44  See for example: Blattman/Ralston 2015; Holmes et al. 2013; International Security and Devel-
opment Center n.d. 

45  Holmes et al. 2013. 
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impacts was provided. The second caveat is that there is hardly any analysis on the 
effects of long-term employment creation, making it virtually impossible to measure ex-
post the success of such an intervention with regard to the respective ‘failing’ state’s 
change in status.46 

It is plausible that through singling out employment as a major causal link and indi-
cator to the (upcoming) deterioration of a state, we are able to create an early warning 
mechanism which is far easier to handle than complex and work-intensive indices. This 
conclusion does not imply that there are no other indicators that could be used as well, 
or that might even work better; nor was it the aim of this paper to spout forward this 
suggestion.  

It is also important to add that, from an ex-post point of view, this paper should not 
be used to pinpoint to youth unemployment as the single reason for a state’s failure. 
There will always be a mixture of causes, where other developments might enforce or 
buffer the impact of unemployment on a state’s deterioration. Therefore, (youth) unem-
ployment should only serve as an ex-ante early warning indicator. 

By taking a failed/failing state as it is at one point in time and looking backwards at 
the development of youth unemployment in the years before this state’s collapse or the 
severe deterioration of its stability, we could find explanatory evidence. For this pur-
pose, however, it is necessary to take a wider look into the area of employment, taking 
into account the aspects of the informal employment situation, looking at both un- and 
underemployment, and also considering the so-called NEETs (Not in Education, Em-
ployment and Training). 

Therefore, in order to get an early warning to either look further and deeper into a 
country’s situation with a higher awareness, or to start intervening to strengthen the 
domestic labour market situation, youth unemployment can indeed be used as an indi-
cator. Based on this causal link, one could further argue that instead of a comprehensive 
state-building effort, targeted and tailored labour market policy instruments should be 
added to the toolbox of international cooperation. This type of intervention can be done 
by the state itself, or by neighbouring states or other states interested in that particular 
country. 

In summary, youth unemployment is a multifaceted indicator that encapsulates eco-
nomic, social, political, and educational dimensions of state functionality. High levels 
of youth unemployment can signal significant underlying problems, making it a valua-
ble metric in assessing whether a state is failing. Due to the methodological limitations 
of this paper, further research using methods of regression analysis is expedient and 
necessary to tackle endogeneity and eliminate reverse causality. But this paper shows 
that there is enough indication – although based mostly on descriptive analysis – that 
such an effort would prove helpful. 
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