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How this information was 

collected:

For nearly 15 years, Sin Fronteras has 
been working with youth in conflict with 
the law in Central America and the 
United States.  

Most recently, through “Unfinished 
Business” a project designed to prevent 
deportees from returning to the United 
States, we had the opportunity to ask 
youth and their families what it would 
take for them to stay in their homeland.

While the gender breakdown is 
predominantly male, we include in this 
presentation gender-specific barriers 
and opportunities.



First, some facts:

Central American countries have very 
young populations (under age 24):

•Guatemala: 58% 

•El Salvador: 48%

•Honduras:  56%

Youth are the most affected by 
unemployment and under-employment 
(10%+)

Yet they work without pay and 
contribute to their household economies 
in any way they can, whether through 
legal or illicit means.



More facts: 

Gender and age discrimination 

is not illegal

•Less women in traditional 
workforce;

•Potential employers can ask for a 
pregnancy test as part of the 
application process; 

•Gender and age are seen as a 
liability;

•Exploitation and violence;

•High teen pregnancy rates: in 
Honduras, 26.1% of all mothers are 
under age 18; 

•Sexual harassment and violence is 
common in the workplace; 

•The number of women emigrating 
from Central America has been 
increasing.  

•SEÑORITA de 15 a 25 años para oficios varios buena presentación . Inf. 7379-
3149
DOMESTICA no mayor de 25 años $275 Mes 7458-6443

•CIPOTA o sra. con DUI, que le gusten los niños, con o sin exp. salir c/15 días. 
7470-8272 

•BAR EXCLUSIVO Y PRIVADO LE OFRECE PLAZAS PARA: 2 ANFITRIONAS 1 
ASISTENTE DE GERENCIA 1 CAJERA (Entre 20 y 28 años) Requisitos: SERIA, 
RESPONSABLE Y DINÁMICA DE 18 A 26 AÑOS LUCIR BIEN Y VERSE BIEN 
BUENA FIGURA TRABAJO NOCTURNO FLEXIBILIDAD DE HORARIOPARA 
SEÑORITAS QUE ESTUDIAN OFRECEMOS CAPACITACIÓN SALARIO 
QUINCENAL DE ACUERDO A SU CAPACIDAD Prestaciones de ley (NO 
PROMOVEMOS LA PROSTITUCIÓN) ESTRICTAMENTE LLAMAR SOLO SI 
CALIFICA DE 10:00 AM. A 5:00 PM. De Lunes a Viernes PASEO ESCALÓN Y 
CONDOMINIO BALAM QUITZE TEL.: 2263-0045 

[Taken from the Classifieds section of www.elsalvador.com on 3/20/2015]

http://www.clasiwow.com/Empleos/Anuncio.php?a=2769356&r=4
http://www.clasiwow.com/Empleos/Anuncio.php?a=2769366&r=7
http://www.elsalvador.com/


Stages of Adolescent Development
Adapted from the American Academy of Child and Adolescent’s Facts for Families. © All rights reserved. 2008

Stages of 

Adolescence

PhysicalDevelopment CognitiveDevelopment Social-EmotionalDevelopment

Early Adolescence

Approximately 11 – 13

years of age

• Puberty: grow body hair, increase 

perspiration and oil production in 

hair and skin,

• Girls – breast and hip development, 

onset of menstruation

• Boys – growth in testicles and 

penis, wet dreams, deepening of 

voice

• Tremendous physical growth: gain 

height and weight

• Greater sexual interest

• Growing capacity for abstract thought

• Mostly interested in present with limited 

thought to the future

• Intellectual interests expand and become more 

important

• Deeper moral thinking

• Struggle with sense of identity

• Feel awkward about one’s self and one’s body; worry about being

normal

• Realize that parents are not perfect; increased conflict with 

parents

• Increased influence of peer group

• Desire for independence

• Tendency to return to “childish” behavior, particularly

when stressed

• Moodiness

• Rule- and limit-testing

• Greater interest in privacy

Middle Adolescence

Approximately 14 – 18

years of age

• Puberty is completed

• Physical growth slows for girls, 

continues for boys

• Continued growth of capacity for abstract

thought

• Greater capacity for setting goals

• Interest in moral reasoning

• Thinking about the meaning of life

• Intense self-involvement, changing between high 

expectations and poor self-concept

• Continued adjustment to changing body, worries about 

being normal

• Tendency to distance selves from parents, continued drive 

for independence

• Driven to make friends and greater reliance on them, popularity

can be an important issue

• Feelings of love and passion

Late Adolescence

Approximately 19 – 21

years of age

• Young women, typically, are fully 

developed

• Young men continue to gain 

height, weight, muscle mass, and 

body hair

• Ability to think ideas through

• Ability to delay gratification

• Examination of inner experiences

• Increased concern for future

• Continued interest in moral reasoning

• Firmer sense of identity

• Increased emotional stability

• Increased concern for others

• Increased independence and self-reliance

• Peer relationships remain important

• Development of more serious relationships

• Social and cultural traditions regain some of their importance



What works:

Securing employment 

is just the beginning

•Youth feel disenchanted with the 
traditional career path of going to college 
and then finding employment in their 
chosen career when there are not enough 
opportunities or they are not well paid;

•Some end up looking for “jobs” they 
believe they are overqualified for; 

•Competing with less qualified/educated 
applicants who may have learned skills in 
the United States, such as English as a 
second language or computer skills;

•Labor laws are not properly enforced, 
leaving many youth feeling insecure about 
their income and security;

•Exploitation occurs at every level: 
apprenticeship programs, unpaid 
training, contractual work, loss of wages 
and/or benefits and discrimination.  

“So you’ve graduated from a 
university?  

What does it feel like to 
work in a call-center?”



What Works



Examples of what works

•Targeted  opportunities that 
focus on resources and location, 
i.e., urban vs. rural.  

•Life or social skills training as 
part of an integral approach, to 
include developing a work ethic 
and conflict resolution; 

•Financial literacy programs that 
provide interactive, real-life 
learning experiences, such as 
www.independentmeans.com

•Entrepreneurship programs that 
provide skills training, 
mentorship and seed funding; 

•Financial assistance to pursue 
vocational or professional goals;

•Focus on resiliency and the 
outcome instead of risk-factors;

•Strategies on how to meet other 
bio-psycho-social needs that 
youth may present. •Example: ESNACIFOR (Escuela Nacional de Ciencias Forestales, 

Honduras) 

http://www.independentmeans.com/


What works:

Focus on the bottom line, 

with dignity.

•Access to free SRH products and 
services is crucial;

•Child welfare as it is understood in 
the United States does not exist in 
Central America;

•Charity can have a negative effect;

•Transactional societies;

•Criminal activities may be viewed 
as more dignified and easily 
accessible.  Emigrating is not seen 
as a criminal activity, but as an act 
of survival.

•As part of forming their identity, 
youth want to feel pride, industry 
and accomplishment within their 
own communities and country.  

“I want to eat”



What does NOT work

Labels & biases Lack of training & experience

A note on Evidence-Based Practices: 
•No results were found for programs that addressed the categories of “youth”, “violence”, and “employment” as an 
outcome when searching for Evidence-Based Practices in clearinghouses like Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development: 
http://www.blueprintsprograms.com/programResults.php
•Even if there were EBPs that address youth violence using employment as a reduction strategy, what works in the United 
States will not necessarily work in Central America.

http://www.blueprintsprograms.com/programResults.php


Case study #1:

Student worker

Honduras

JC is an 18 year-old Honduran young man 
who completed high school last year.   He is 
single, does not have children and lives 
with his two parents and a younger sibling 
in rural Honduras.  Has never left 
Honduras, but has two deported family 
members.    

He has not been able to secure steady 
employment since he graduated, but helps 
his father with the family business.  

Through his father who is very active with 
the current ruling party, he was able to 
obtain a scholarship to attend ESNACIFOR 
to study forestry.

“What works for me is to be given the 
chance to do something I like, not what my 
father wants me to be, which is why for a 
while I was running with the wrong 
crowd.”



Case Study #2:

Student worker

El Salvador

BC is a 25 year-old university student 
that lives in a crime-afflicted part of San 
Salvador.  While living in the U.S., he 
fell in love with football, and continues 
to practice it in El Salvador. 

He is in his third year at a university in 
San Salvador, studying graphic arts, 
marketing and communication.  

He does odd jobs to support himself, 
including making clay, wood and plastic 
models.  

“What works for me is to receive 
financial assistance so I can finish my 
university studies.”



Case study #3:

Worker, wife and mother

MP is married with two children from 
her current marriage, and has a teenage 
son from a previous relationship.

After two failed attempts to migrate to 
the United States, she returned to El 
Salvador and through a relative was able 
to find employment as a security guard 
in a private security company.  

In time, and through her networks, she 
was able to secure employment through 
the city’s municipal police.  

She earns approximately $450.00 a 
month.

“What works for me is to work in 
something that helps my family feel safe 
in the community and in our home.” 



Contact Info and References

• susanncruz@gmail.com

• (213)219-1044

REFERENCES:
• http://datatopics.worldbank.org/Education/wDataQuer

y/QProjections.aspx

• http://www.esnacifor.hn/index.php

• http://inicia.gencat.cat/inicia/es/programes/dones-
emprenedores/index.jsp

• https://mcclellandinstitute.arizona.edu/sites/mcclellan
dinstitute.arizona.edu/files/Deborah%20Casper%20Fin
ancial%20Literacy%20Poster%20NCFR%202013.pdf

• www.uis.unesco.org/DataCentre/

• http://www.unesco.org/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/INS
TITUTES/UIL/confintea/pdf/National_Reports/Latin%
20America%20-%20Caribbean/el_salvador.pdf

• Photographs courtesy of JC, BC,  and Susan Cruz.

• Some images were downloaded using Google image 
search.  

*All material is copyrighted and may not be used or 
replicated without the permission of the author.     
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