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Abstract
Youth unemployment and underemployment are serious concerns in sub-Saharan
Africa, especially given the region’s young population. The barriers young people
face stem both from skills deficiencies and from weak fundamentals that constrain
job creation more generally in the region. Employment interventions can mitigate
some of these barriers. However, our stocktaking of these interventions suggests that
existing programs are disproportionately focused on the formal wage sector and do
not adequately reflect the reality that most young people work in agriculture,
household enterprises, and self-employment and will continue to do so for the
foreseeable future. Finally, better data and evaluation are needed for more effective
interventions.
JEL Classification: J08, J10, J21, J46
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1 Introduction
Youth employment is a pressing issue in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). One reason is demography. This is the youngest region in the world, with a large youth bulge that will
continue to expand rapidly in the future. The median age is 18 now and will climb to
just 24 by 2050. The UN estimates that the size of the 15–24-year-old age group will
increase by about six million annually over the next decade. This youthful profile offers
the potential for a “demographic dividend”, such as the one that benefited East Asia in
the late twentieth century (Bloom and Williamson 1998). But this is not the most likely
scenario partly because fertility rates are not falling rapidly enough to decrease the
region’s dependency rate, which is a key to capturing a demographic dividend.
At the same time, young people in sub-Saharan Africa face difficult employment
prospects. The majority work in low-productivity jobs, most often in agriculture or in
self-employment or household enterprises. They have low earnings, little security, and
limited possibilities for upward mobility. A substantial modern wage sector currently
exists only in the region’s few upper middle-income countries. Educated young people,
particularly in these countries, may have better jobs when they do get them but open
unemployment for this group is a serious concern. Some forecasts predict that wage
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employment will increase significantly in the coming years with expanding manufacturing and service industries (e.g., McKinsey Global Institute 2012). However, it is overly
optimistic to expect major changes in the region’s job structure over the next decade,
with most young people continuing to work in agriculture and household enterprises
(Fox et al. 2013).
What actions are being taken to improve employment and livelihoods for young
Africans? Our review finds that the dominant intervention has been skills development
programs oriented towards wage employment. This focus does respond to the human
capital shortcomings in the region where, despite recent improvements in education,
the majority of young people still do not go beyond primary school. However, there are
concerns about the quality and the relevance of these programs, especially given the
region’s employment structure. Nonetheless, upgrading the skills of young people is
important both to increase productivity and living standards in agriculture and the
household enterprise sector as well as to build a future workforce for the wage sector.
However, to address youth employment, more attention needs to be given to interventions that fall outside the conventional limits of training and other labor market
programs. Many young Africans seeking better jobs and livelihoods are constrained by
factors that are not typically considered in these programs. These include, for example,
a lack of access to credit, land, or productivity-enhancing infrastructure, or by political
or social instability, which deter investment and entrepreneurship. In our review, then,
we have also included a broader set of interventions relevant for young people seeking
their livelihood in self-employment or in agriculture. Programs in these areas are not
common nor have they been designed to address the particular needs of young people.
Evidence-based research can play an important role in identifying the barriers young
people in SSA face in finding employment and assessing the likely effectiveness of
potential policy actions. While there have been some comprehensive regional studies
(e.g., Filmer and Fox, 2014; African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012), more
detailed, country-level analysis is lacking, in part because of data shortcomings. There
are also gaps in knowledge of existing programs, especially those sponsored and undertaken by the private sector, foundations, and NGOs. Much more program evaluation is
needed to identify what works in different contexts in the region.
The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 examines demographic trends in sub-Saharan Africa and then profiles youth employment in the region. In Section 3, we review
the evidence on interventions to support better jobs for young people. Conclusions are
presented in Section 4.

2 Demographic and youth employment trends
There is a growing body of empirical analysis on youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa which has benefited from new research and data efforts. However, important gaps
remain—for example, in covering agriculture and the non-agricultural informal sector,
disaggregating employment outcomes by key variables such as gender, and getting reliable estimates over time. The evidence base is uneven as well: it is strong in some parts
of the region, most notably South Africa, but very limited in other parts, such as the
Francophone countries of West Africa.
We adopt a broad definition of “employment” in this paper, beyond the traditional
notion of wage and salary jobs, usually in the formal sector. Most people in SSA work
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on farms, in very small family enterprises, or in some form of self-employment. So a
meaningful conception of employment in the region needs to encompass these different types of jobs, the vast majority of which are in the informal sector.
The definition of “youth” in the sub-Saharan context is also not straightforward.
While international norms define it as the 15–24-year-old age group, in this region
some international organizations and many national youth policies extend the upper
boundary beyond (and often well beyond) 24 years of age.1 While this makes sense
from the perspective that full transition into adulthood can be a protracted process in
SSA, a higher upper boundary risks losing sight of the issues specific to youth, as
distinct from the adult population at large. This is especially relevant in sub-Saharan
Africa with a very young age profile where extending the definition can result in youth
accounting for a large share of the working-age population.2 In analysis reported elsewhere (Betcherman and Khan 2015), we have looked at how education and employment patterns of young people evolve with age and at what point they stabilize and
start to look similar to adult patterns. While some evidence does show that these
transitions can be protracted, much of the data we have reviewed indicates that the
conventional 15–24 age group definition is broadly appropriate for sub-Saharan Africa.

2.1 Demographic trends

SSA is the youngest region in the world, with a large youth bulge that will continue
into the future. The median age is 18 now—7 years younger than South Asia’s, the
second youngest region—and will climb only to 24 by 2050.3 The region’s youth cohort
is large and growing quickly. Between 2000 and 2015, the 15–24 age group grew by
2.6% each year on average. According to UN estimates, there were 190 million in this
age group as of 2015, and this number is projected to increase at an annual rate of
2.5–2.7%, reaching 249 million in 2025, and 311 million in 2035. Over this period, SSA’s
youth cohort will grow by about six million annually.
This youthful profile offers the potential for a demographic dividend, such as was
widely recognized as an important contributing factor to East Asia’s rapid economic
growth over the last third of the twentieth century (e.g., Bloom and Williamson 1998).
Certainly, there are many factors that determine whether a youth bulge can accelerate
economic development, including whether the conditions for growth and labor demand
are present in the industrial and service sectors. But a necessary condition for securing
the dividend is to reduce the dependency ratio. This requires significant declines in the
fertility rate. It is unlikely, though, that this will occur in SSA. The fertility rate, now
around five births per woman, is only projected to decline to the 3.5–4 range by the
2030s. As a result, the dependency ratio will decrease slowly, from the current 85 to 78
in 2025 and 71 in 2035.4 In contrast, East Asia’s dependency ratio fell from 76 in 1965
to 48 in 2000, driven by a dramatic fertility rate decline from over 5 to 1.5 in this
period (Fig. 1).

2.2 Youth employment trends

Most empirical analysis of employment in sub-Saharan Africa relies on data from
household surveys, such as labor force surveys and living standards measurement
surveys. However, regularly repeated labor market surveys are carried out only in
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Fig. 1 Total fertility rate and dependency rate, sub-Saharan Africa and East Asia, 5-year periods from start of
fertility transition, 1960 for EAS, 2000 for SSA. Note: Left-hand axis is total dependency rate (DR); right-hand
axis is total fertility rate (TFR); horizontal axis is number of 5-year period after the start of the fertility transition.
Source: United Nations World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision

Tanzania, Mauritius, and South Africa (Szirmai et al. 2013). In other countries, these
surveys are irregular and in some cases, they are not national in coverage. Many small
surveys carried out have yielded useful analysis, but their representativeness is not
always clear (Szirmai et al. 2013). In recent years, analysis of SSA labor markets has
benefited greatly from efforts by international organizations to harmonize existing
household surveys (e.g., World Bank), use non-traditional survey sources (e.g., African
Economic Outlook, using the Gallup World Polls),5 or generate new surveys (e.g., the
ILO-MasterCard Foundation School-to-Work Transition Surveys).
According to conventional labor market indicators, youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa actually compares reasonably well with other regions (Table 1). The youth
unemployment rate is below rates elsewhere except South Asia and East Asia and the
ratio between the youth and adult unemployment rates is the lowest among all regions.
A higher proportion of young people in SSA participates in the labor force and is
employed than in any other region. Gender differences in youth participation,
employment, and unemployment rates are also smaller in SSA than in most other
regions (Betcherman and Khan 2015).

Table 1 Summary indicators, youth employment (15–24 years), by region, 2013
Unemployment
rate

Youth-to-adult
unemployment rate

Labor force
participation rate

Employment
rate

Sub-Saharan Africa

11.7

2.0

53.6

47.3

Developed economies

17.9

2.3

47.5

39.0

Central and Southeastern
Europe/CIS

18.0

2.6

42.0

34.5

East Asia

9.8

2.7

59.3

53.5

Southeast Asia and Pacific

13.3

5.3

52.2

45.2

South Asia

9.4

3.9

40.9

37.0

Latin America and
Caribbean

13.2

2.7

52.4

45.5

Middle East

29.1

3.8

30.2

21.4

North Africa

23.9

3.3

33.3

25.4

Source: International Labour Office (ILO) (2013)
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However, it is well known that these conventional indicators do not capture labor market
outcomes very well in low-income settings, where the wage sector is small, agriculture is
the dominant livelihood, and there is little formal social protection. Baah-Boateng (2015)
shows that sub-Saharan Africa’s low unemployment rates, as defined using ILO standards,
misleadingly understate true joblessness because they do not include discouraged workers,
those who work in the informal sector as a substitute for unemployment, and workers
who are underemployed. According to the World Bank, nearly 95% of the region’s labor
force is in countries classified as low-income, lower-middle income, or resource-rich
(Filmer and Fox, 2014). In these country groupings, between one half and two thirds of
workers are in agriculture with another 20% or so in household enterprises.6 Only about
10% is in wage employment. It is only in the region’s upper middle-income countries, essentially in southern Africa, that a significant wage sector exists, accounting for about 60% of
the labor force. However, only slightly more than 5% of SSA’s total labor force is in these
countries (Filmer and Fox, 2014).
The employment challenges facing young people vary in these different types of labor
markets. Youth unemployment is extremely high in upper middle-income countries, such
as South Africa and Botswana.7 In the lower-income countries, open unemployment is relatively rare and underemployment and job quality are the main issues. However, there are no
widely accepted and available measures of these latter concepts.8 We do know that workers
in non-wage employment are more likely to be poor and food insecure,9 so some
researchers equate these employment forms with “vulnerable” employment. In low-income
SSA countries, almost all youth employment is vulnerable by this definition (Hamaguchi et
al. 2013). Unemployment may be low but earnings are poor and precarious, and benefits
and access to any meaningful formal social protection are essentially non-existent.
While unemployment rates may differ substantially between lower- and middle-income
countries, better-educated youth are more likely to be unemployed in both country
groups (Table 2). This reflects the fact that the better-educated generally are more likely
to be in the wage sector, or to be willing to queue for a job in that sector. However, while
there is generally a positive relationship between education and unemployment, individual
countries tend to exhibit one of two patterns. In several (e.g., Congo, Ghana, Malawi,
Mali, Niger, Nigeria, and Uganda), there is a linear relationship, with youth unemployment rates increasing with more education. In others (e.g., Ethiopia, Congo, South Africa,
Senegal, Tanzania), unemployment peaks for those with secondary attainment but
declines for those young people with postsecondary education.

2.3 Will the employment structure change?

An important feature of labor markets in sub-Saharan Africa, and one which constrains
opportunities for youth, is that the structure of employment has not changed much

Table 2 Youth unemployment rates by education, low- and middle-income countries, sub-Saharan
Africa, 2009–2010
Country category

No education

Basic education

Secondary education

University/tertiary

Low income

7.9

12.1

15.9

18.8

Middle income

22.7

17.5

29.5

34.6

Source: African Development Bank (AfDB) et al. (2012)

Betcherman and Khan IZA Journal of Development and Migration (2018) 8:13

over recent decades. In other regions, most notably East Asia, structural change—from
agriculture to industry and services—has been an important driver of economic development and better jobs. Structural change has been much less important in SSA, with
the result that there has been not been significant upgrading of the employment structure (Fox et al. 2013).10 Growth in many SSA countries has been driven by commodities and other forces (such as aid) that not only are not labor-intensive, but also do not
lead to structural change.11 Young people continue to work more in agriculture than in
the other sectors (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012) and, since agricultural productivity is low (Filmer and Fox, 2014), the prospects for good livelihoods in
the sector are poor.
An important question is whether the region is now poised to undergo the structural
change that will shift employment opportunities increasingly towards better jobs in
industry and services. The McKinsey Global Institute (2012) contends that Africa, with
its young population and improving education, will imitate the job-creation successes
that some developing countries in other regions, especially Asia, have enjoyed. MGI
concludes that somewhere between 54 and 72 million stable wage jobs can be created
by 2020.12 However, projections by Fox et al. (2013) are less optimistic. According to
their analysis, only 20% of the new entrants to the labor force to 2020 will find wage
employment; this amounts to about 30 million jobs.13
The upper boundary of McKinsey’s job creation estimates assumes that Africa could
potentially create wage-sector jobs at the pace that East Asian economies did during their
period of rapid structural transformation. That seems overly optimistic, given the confluence of factors (demographic, infrastructure, education, policy, etc.) that underpinned the
East Asian manufacturing miracle and given the fact that light manufacturing is becoming
less labor-intensive. Even when the forecasts by Fox et al. (2013) are adjusted to reflect
the possibility that wage employment will increase more rapidly as happened in Asia, they
still project that wage jobs will not be near the levels projected by McKinsey. Over the
next 10 years, they estimate that only about one quarter of the region’s young people will
find a wage job and “most young people will end up working where their parents do – in
family farms and household enterprises” (Filmer and Fox, 2014: 5).

2.4 Obstacles to better jobs for youth

Many of the most important obstacles facing young people in sub-Saharan Africa are
not youth-specific and constrain job creation more generally. Infrastructure, governance and corruption, and access to finance are issues almost everywhere (McKinsey
Global Institute 2012; African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). Job creation
obstacles can vary depending on the country’s level of development and other characteristics (World Bank 2012). For example, in lower-income, agrarian economies, where
most people continue to be engaged in farming, low productivity in agriculture is the
major constraint to good livelihoods. In middle-income countries, where urban economies are developing, the investment climate and the regulatory environment for
labor-intensive business and productive microenterprises, access to finance, and skills
are all constraints.
Better youth employment outcomes will require improvements on the demand
side—i.e., in the overall economic environment, whether in agriculture, in
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microenterprises, or in the wage sector. However, though these are general issues, some
of these demand constraints can disproportionately affect young people. For example,
while credit may be a general problem in the region, access is particularly restricted for
young entrepreneurs ((Elder and Koné 2014). As well, while SSA tends to have more
rigid job security rules than other regions (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al.,
2012), these typically have the effect of favoring prime-age workers over youth
(Betcherman 2015).14
However, issues specific to young people especially come into play on the labor
supply side through concerns about the human capital of youth.15 Employers identify
lack of skills and experience as the main reasons for not hiring young people (African
Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). As an illustration, Chinese firms investing in
the region find a lack of skills to be a serious constraint and have started to invest
significantly in training programs (Bashir 2016). This unmet demand for skills is
consistent with the high returns to education in SSA; according to estimates by
Montenegro and Patrinos (2014), they are higher than in any other region. Despite
improvements in educational attainment, most young people in SSA still do not have
much schooling. About 60% of 15–24-year-olds have not gone beyond primary school
and only about 10% have completed secondary school (Filmer and Fox, 2014).
There are also claims of mismatches between the needs of the labor market and skills
offered by young people. Weaknesses include basic, non-cognitive, and vocational skills
(African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). So, although education indicators are
improving in the region, many young people remain ill-equipped for the labor market.
The relevance of skills as an obstacle to youth employment increases as countries move
up the development ladder. It is more important for wage employment but can also
constrain productivity and living standards in agriculture and household enterprises.

3 Youth employment interventions
This section reviews the literature on interventions to support youth employment in
sub-Saharan Africa.16 Most programs have focused on skills development for the formal
wage sector, particularly in urban areas. Far less attention has been paid to interventions intended to enhance agriculture and micro/household enterprises in the informal
sector as sources for youth employment, despite the fact that most young people in the
region work in these sectors. As we have seen in the previous section, the barriers
young people face in a region as diverse as sub-Saharan Africa are wide-ranging, involving both the supply and demand sides. Therefore, it is important to adopt a broad approach to defining youth employment programs, including some types of interventions
that are outside the traditional scope of such programs.
Our review has been limited to post-formal-schooling programs. Interventions have
been included if youth are the targeted participants or are very important participants
in a non-targeted program. We have concentrated on publicly sponsored interventions,
delivered by government or by non-government or private-sector actors in partnership
with government. These choices have been made to make our review feasible but we
recognize that this methodology excludes some potentially important interventions.17
Active labor market programs (ALMPs) constitute the starting point for this review.
Almost all sub-Saharan African countries have ALMPs which are either targeted at
young people or have significant youth participation. However, in the African context,
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it is important to go beyond ALMPs, which are oriented towards the modern wage sector which employs only a relatively small share of the region’s youth. So we have also
reviewed programs outside the normal boundaries of youth employment policy that are
designed to improve livelihoods for young people in agriculture, in self-employment,
and in household or microenterprises.
Using this lens, we have classified youth employment interventions under the following five categories: employment creation; skills development; employment services;
self-employment/entrepreneurship; and agricultural livelihoods.18
Rigorous evaluations of youth employment programs in the region have been relatively
scarce; of the 29 active labor market programs in SSA included in the 2007 Youth Employment Inventory, estimates of net impact had been made for only two (Betcherman et
al. 2007). However, in an updated review of youth program evaluations, Kluve et al. (2016)
note a recent increase, especially of randomized control trials. Unfortunately, the evaluation evidence is very limited for non-traditional interventions to enhance livelihoods in
agriculture and household enterprises. The small numbers of youth program evaluations
makes it difficult to rigorously assess the overall quality of the different types of interventions, or what is effective in terms of program design and implementation.

3.1 Employment creation

Programs in this category include public works and wage subsidies. Public works
programs directly create employment in the short run, while wage subsidies provide
incentives to employers to hire targeted workers. However, in sub-Saharan Africa as
elsewhere, public works programs are most often designed to provide a safety net;
improving employability is typically a secondary objective. So targeting is usually
oriented towards the poor. Wage subsidy programs, on the other hand, often do have
specific demographic targets, such as youth.
3.1.1 Public works

The international evaluation evidence suggests that public works programs can be successful anti-poverty interventions when they are well-targeted and administered (Subbarao et
al. 2013). However, the few existing evaluations do not show post-program labor market
benefits such as lower unemployment, higher earnings, or an easier transition to formal-sector jobs (Card et al. 2010 and 2015; International Labour Office (ILO), 2010; Betcherman et al. 2007; Betcherman et al. 2004). The most likely explanation is that public works
programs do not develop skills that are needed in the labor market. As well, there may be a
negative stigma associated with participation.
A number of countries in sub-Saharan Africa have implemented public works programs, both as an ongoing element of the social protection system (e.g., South Africa,
Ethiopia, Senegal) or as a temporary intervention to mitigate the effects of a shock like
the food, fuel, and financial crises in the 2006–2009 period (e.g., Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Guinea). Although there have been very few evaluations, the evidence for SSA seems to
be consistent with the international evidence; public works programs are more successful as a means of transferring cash than as a cost-effective way of creating employment
(African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012).
Although most studies have defined success for public works (and other ALMPs) in
terms of increasing employment and/or earnings, these programs may have positive
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social returns if they contribute to other goals, such as social cohesion, as suggested by
the World Development Report on Jobs (World Bank 2012). Several SSA countries
(e.g., Sierra Leone) have introduced public works programs soon after conflicts have
ended. While rigorous evaluations have not been carried out, such interventions that
provide even short-term work for youth can contribute to the rebuilding of society by
offering young people an alternative to participation in further conflict, by providing
income and by building infrastructure (World Bank 2012).
3.1.2 Wage subsidies

These hiring incentives are often targeted at youth, in recognition of the fact that young
people face difficulties in establishing a foothold in the labor market because they lack
on-the-job skills and experience. These gaps have been cited by SSA firms as the main
reasons for not hiring youth (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). Evaluations of wage subsidies, largely in developed countries, have shown that they can have a
positive impact on post-program employment in general, and for youth in particular
(Kluve et al., 2006; Betcherman et al. 2007). However, it is not clear that the overall employment impacts would remain positive if displacement and windfall costs were fully
captured. It is generally believed that these costs can be significant.
Subsidies are an instrument that is essentially restricted to formal wage sectors. Since
these sectors account for only a small minority of employment in most SSA countries, it is
not surprising that the region does not have much experience with this type of incentive.
One exception is South Africa where the government has experimented with youthtargeted wage subsidies. An RCT evaluation showed that these subsidies induced firms to
hire more young people, although the positive impacts disappeared after the subsidy period
was over (Rankin 2013; McKenzie 2017). The evaluation also noted that the take-up of the
subsidy offer by firms was quite low, seemingly because of administrative barriers within
firms as well as their concerns about the legitimacy of the subsidy (Rankin 2013).
Overall, the findings suggest that employment creation through public works programs and wage subsidies have had limited effect on youth employment in sub-Saharan
Africa, the former mostly providing a short-term safety net and the latter limited to a
fairly narrow segment of the youth workforce.

3.2 Skills development

Skills development is the most common youth employment intervention in subSaharan Africa. These programs, offered outside the formal education system, include
second-chance education programs, classroom-based technical and vocational education and training, workplace training, formal and non-formal apprenticeship schemes,
soft- and life-skills training, and access to credit and financial incentives for employers
to provide workplace training.
The international evaluation literature suggests a mixed record regarding the effectiveness of training programs for youth. Card et al. (2010, 2015) conclude that classroom
and on-the-job training can have positive impacts on employment, especially over the
longer run (e.g., after 2 years post-training); however, they found that youth tend to
benefit less than adults from these programs in their 2010 meta-analysis, but not in
their 2015 study. Looking at youth training programs, in particular, Betcherman et al.
(2007) also find mixed results, though impacts seem to be more positive in developing
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than developed countries. An analysis by the Inter-American Development Bank of
their own youth training programs found slightly more positive results (Ibarraran and
Shady 2009). The recent meta-review of youth employment programs by Kluve et al.
(2016) found that training, along with entrepreneurship programs, had the most
positive impacts in low- and middle-income countries.
Skills development programs potentially have an important part to play in improving
employment prospects for youth in SSA, since many young people remain poorly educated, without the skills to succeed in the labor market. In addition, some studies talk
about skills mismatches, i.e., where educated youth do not have the competencies
required by employers (e.g., African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). The development of relevant skills—both technical and non-cognitive or “soft” skills—is not just
important for the formal sector, it is also critical for the informal sector where most
young Africans work and will continue to work (Adams et al. 2013). Returns to
technical education and training may be particularly high in sub-Saharan Africa as
illustrated by a study of eight countries which found higher returns in five countries for
vocational training than for general secondary education (African Development Bank
(AfDB) et al., 2012).
Evaluations are too scarce for a rigorous assessment of the effectiveness of training programs in the region. However, there have been a few recent evaluations indicating that
skills training, when combined with mentoring and/or access to finance, has positive
results. For example, the Economic Empowerment of Adolescent Girls (EPAG) program
in Liberia provided classroom-based training followed by 6 months of follow-up support
and reported a 47% increase in employment (Adoho et al. 2014). However, the overall
quality of youth training programs is considered to be weak (African Development Bank
(AfDB) et al., 2012). Much of the training that is available is oriented towards white-collar
jobs in urban areas, which represent a relatively small aspect of total labor demand. The
large numbers of youth in rural areas, as well as workers in informal employment, have
much less access to training opportunities (Adams et al. 2013).
One message from the evaluation literature is that private-sector involvement can improve the success of training by increasing the relevance of programs to the needs of the
labor market and, to some extent, by improving quality through competition and
innovation. The literature suggests that public-private partnerships can be helpful in
improving quality and access (United Nations Economic Commission for Africa
(UNECA), 2011). Examples of such partnerships, however, are limited in SSA. The private
sector can also sponsor and deliver training independent of government programs though
it is not clear how much employer-based training occurs in the region. According to the
African Economic Outlook report on youth employment, sub-Saharan African firms provide very little training compared to firms in other developing-country regions (African
Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012).
The private sector is also involved in skills development by providing training
through commercial institutes; however, the extent to which these trainers are used for
the delivery of vocational training varies by country. Commercial trainers are often preferred over public training institutions by policymakers and donors. However, Atchoarena and Esquieu (2002) point out that in SSA, private training institutions have not
always had a better performance. There can be a wide variation in the quality of private
trainers, especially if standards are not set and carefully monitored. So, even where
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private delivery of skills development programs is encouraged, governments still have a
critical role, providing regulatory supervision in addition to setting the overall policy
framework and funding (Department for International Development (DFID), 2011).
Training for workers in the informal sector is obviously very pertinent in a region
where most people are employed in that sector. In some countries, such as Uganda,
there are growing numbers of privately run, unregistered, and small-scale non-formal
training outfits which are part of the informal sector themselves and serve workers in
that sector. However, Adams et al. (2013) conclude that workers in informal employment are largely underserved by training opportunities and that this situation needs
more attention. The main source of skills development for informal-sector workers in
SSA continues to be informal apprenticeships, which have a long tradition in the region. However, there are many concerns about how much skills development actually
occurs in these apprenticeships, mostly undertaken between a master craftsman and
apprentice, partly because of the low level of education of most participants and partly
because the content is often limited to traditional learning (Adams et al. 2013). In
response, several countries, including Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa, have now
introduced apprenticeship programs that integrate theoretical learning with work
experience (United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), 2011).
In a region where many young people have little or no education, there is a strong rationale for second-chance programs. These programs can be particularly needed in countries
where conflict has interrupted or ended schooling for many. Second-chance programs include accelerated learning programs and other non-formal education programs that focus
on the acquisition of basic skills such as literacy, oral expression, numeracy, and problemsolving and may or may not lead to equivalency qualifications. However, second-chance
programs can be expensive, and it is difficult to assess their cost effectiveness because of a
lack of outcome data (Filmer and Fox, 2014).
Skills development programs are by far the most popular intervention for supporting
youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa. However, their effectiveness is uncertain
because of quality concerns and because of a focus on training for the relatively small
formal wage sector in most countries. In any event, there is a need for more evaluation
evidence to understand how skills development can effectively prepare the region’s
young people not only for that sector but also for other livelihoods where many of
them will work. Innovation can play a decisive role in providing this training, both
through the use of ICT and through public-private partnerships.

3.3 Employment services

Employment services, such as job search assistance, can improve the functioning of the
labor market through better information and intermediation between jobseekers and
employers. Traditionally, employment services have been provided by public agencies
but private agencies are increasingly important players. The evaluation record of
employment services internationally is generally positive. They tend to improve
employment and earnings prospects for participants and, since they are less costly than
other types of interventions, their cost-effectiveness ranks well in comparison to other
ALMPs (Kluve et al., 2006; Card et al. 2010; Betcherman et al. 2004). However, the usefulness of employment services tends to be limited, improving employment more for
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the skilled than the unskilled (Kluve et al., 2006). Their benefits are also greatest in the
short run and tend to diminish over time (Card et al. 2015).
Employment services are most useful for the formal wage sector and have a smaller
influence in countries where much of the employment is in agriculture and selfemployment (World Bank 2012). They also tend to be more relevant in countries with
unemployment insurance systems since they fulfill a function of assisting registered
jobseekers. Not surprisingly, employment services play a small role in SSA countries.
An experts survey in 37 countries in Africa (SSA and North Africa) carried out for the
African Economic Outlook found that public agencies were estimated to reach more
than 50% of young jobseekers in only seven countries and in only one did private agencies appear to have this reach (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). Furthermore, any coverage by employment agencies is in urban areas. Most young people rely
on family and friends to search for work (Elder and Koné 2014).
In recent years, there have been a few RCT evaluations of employment service interventions in SSA targeted at youth. These include skills certification in Ethiopia and
Uganda, and job fairs and a transport subsidy in Ethiopia. The results of these evaluations, summarized by McKenzie (2017), confirm that employment services are a low-cost intervention; however, there is no evidence of significant positive impacts on
employment.
While formal job search methods and employment assistance services may be rarely
used by young people in SSA, this does not mean that information failures are not a
problem. Just under half of the experts surveyed for the African Economic Outlook
ranked lack of labor market information as a challenge for young people, although only
a small percentage of young people themselves rated lack of awareness of available jobs
as an issue (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012).
ICTs, most obviously mobile and smartphones, can potentially play a role in improving labor market information and helping young people search for jobs and other livelihood opportunities, including outside the modern wage sector. Technology can also
connect youth with employment opportunities in other countries. It also offers them a
chance of being employed in global markets without leaving their home countries.19 To
succeed in this emerging market, however, sub-Saharan African countries need to ensure an effective regulatory framework, and the necessary technological infrastructure.
Overall, the evidence shows that formal job placement services, both public and private, play only a small role in the region’s labor markets and, where they are present,
they largely focus on more educated urban youth. Yet, there is a need for better information and intermediation. Technological innovations that can potentially reach
further into the informal sector, as well as target opportunities for youth beyond
national borders, can play a role. This opens up a gap for in-depth research into this
area of intervention in SSA.

3.4 Self-employment/entrepreneurship

Programs in this category address two different objectives. One is to support selfemployment as a means for poverty reduction, with interventions that typically include
some form of microfinance, at times in combination with technical assistance. The
other is encouraging entrepreneurial activity, not primarily focused on supporting basic

Page 12 of 20

Betcherman and Khan IZA Journal of Development and Migration (2018) 8:13

livelihoods but rather helping youth with entrepreneurial potential with the financial
and technical needs they may have to start and develop their own businesses. Most
self-employed youth undoubtedly fit into the first category. However, there does seem
to be a considerable amount of true entrepreneurial potential among African youth.20
The evaluation evidence on self-employment and entrepreneurship interventions for
youth is very limited, especially in developing countries. However, as was noted earlier,
the meta-analysis of youth programs by Kluve et al. (2016) identified entrepreneurship
programs, along with training, as the most effective interventions in low- and middleincome countries. While an extensive body of evidence is lacking, most researchers
agree on two factors that are important for successful youth self-employment and
entrepreneurship programming (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012). One
is targeting, since not all young people are inclined or suited to starting their own business. The other is providing both financing and technical support, since both capital
and know-how can be obstacles to young entrepreneurs.
Since the wage labor market in almost all SSA countries generates very few jobs compared to the supply of labor, many young people have little choice but to create their
own jobs. But they face several constraints in starting, sustaining, and expanding their
businesses, the biggest being lack of finances. The ILO-MasterCard Foundation School
to Work Transition Surveys show that most young people who have started businesses
do so with very little capital, drawing on their own savings in most cases. Very few receive financial assistance from banks or microfinance institutions for either start-up or
operating purposes. Yet, self-employed youth in all countries included in the School to
Work Transition Surveys identified a lack of access to financial capital as their main
challenge to doing business (Elder and Koné 2014).
Microcredit is a popular instrument in much of the developing world for providing
access to financing for the self-employed and small entrepreneurs. There has been very
little serious analysis of microcredit in sub-Saharan Africa but available research shows
mixed and inconclusive results (Bertrand and Crepon 2014). In any event, the actual
impact of microcredit to youth in sub-Saharan Africa is limited particularly since the
demand for microfinance in the region is much higher than the supply. And microfinance institutions tend to lend to adults rather than youth, who are seen as riskier clients because of their lack of experience as borrowers and as entrepreneurs (Shah et al.
2010). Microfinance products need to be adapted to the needs of young people if they
are to become a more relevant instrument. This might include modifications in lending
conditions and the provision of training and counseling services to accompany the
financial assistance (Shah et al. 2010).
A less frequently discussed obstacle to self-employment and entrepreneurship is the
regulatory environment. Business regulations and urban policies may not seem directly
relevant to a youth self-employment strategy, but they can matter. In this respect, many
SSA countries have been introducing reforms to improve the business climate, which
should support entrepreneurs, including youth. For instance, according to the 2015
Doing Business Report, sub-Saharan Africa accounted for the largest number of regulatory reforms for making it easier to do business. More than 70% of the region’s countries had carried out at least one reform (World Bank Group 2015). Most of the
reforms in SSA are associated with reducing complexity and the costs of doing
business.
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Urban policies can also affect youth self-employment and the success of micro- and
household enterprises where most young people in cities work. Yet the environment
can be a very negative one, because of formal policies (e.g., use of public space, zoning,
fees) or informal practices (e.g., harassment of small vendors). Informal street trading,
for instance, is a large and rapidly growing form of entrepreneurship in urban areas of
SSA that requires an enabling environment to thrive. In Tanzania, Ghana, Kenya, and
South Africa, street vendors have formed informal associations that engage and negotiate with municipal authorities to be able to access formal training, finances, and infrastructure to support their trade (Filmer and Fox, 2014).
Recent analysis also highlights how innovative new business models such as technology
advancement and value-chain development can encourage youth enterprises. Mobile
banking systems are a good example of a new technology that has very quickly taken root
among young people who have used it as a means of employment by selling airtime or
pay-per-use phones. The private sector has played an important role in encouraging the
use of such technology by providing technical assistance and technological expertise. For
instance, Safaricom’s M-PESA in Kenya was one of the first mobile banking applications
to be launched on the continent, followed by MAP Mobile banking in Uganda.
Given the scale of self-employment in SSA, its importance to poverty reduction, and its
entrepreneurial potential, programs and policies directed towards self-employment and
entrepreneurship should be an important part of youth employment strategies in the region. Access to capital is the number one barrier to be addressed. However, skills and
technological advancement, as well as a supportive regulatory environment, also matter.
It is also important to assemble evaluation evidence in order to learn more about what
specific interventions can help young entrepreneurs in a cost-effective manner.

3.5 Agricultural livelihoods

Most young Africans work in agriculture so the livelihoods of young people in the
region will depend heavily on improving the returns to farming. The low incomes and
productivity in agriculture are due to a variety of factors including the small scale of
farms, uncertain land tenure, low-yield crops, poor infrastructure, lack of
mechanization, and low-skill farming practices in general (World Bank 2012; Filmer
and Fox, 2014). Addressing these, and improving youth livelihoods in agriculture in the
process, requires a range of interventions that fall well outside the traditional envelope
of youth employment programs. Since accelerating growth in agriculture has not been
framed as part of SSA’s youth employment challenge, there is very little literature and
virtually no evaluation evidence to inform policy-makers about what types of interventions can improve the prospects of young people in the sector.21
The future of youth livelihoods in agriculture has some particular challenges. Dwindling land resources, land grabs, inheritance practices, limited profitability, and lack of
investment in technology and infrastructure are combining to push many young people
out of agriculture or, at least to create reluctance to pursue farming-based livelihoods
(White 2012; Sumberg et al. 2012). Changing perceptions of traditional employment,
the physically demanding nature of farming, and higher expectations also mean that
agriculture holds less attraction for many rural youth, who want to transition to urban
jobs and lifestyles.
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Filmer and Fox (2014) identify four priorities to provide better livelihoods for young
people in agriculture: skills, land policy, credit, and infrastructure. In addition to overcoming the low educational attainment of rural youth, the acquisition of farming skills
in SSA traditionally has been hindered by the limited effectiveness of agricultural vocational training institutions and extension services. But some program evaluations are
now showing positive employment effects of agricultural training programs (Bertrand
and Crepon 2014). Second, land is a major issue for young people, and increasingly so
as Africa moves from being a land-abundant continent to a land-scarce one. Rural
youth depend on family plots but these get sub-divided into smaller and smaller parcels
over time (Cling et al. 2007). The problem is exacerbated where families do not have
secure control over the lands they farm.
Access to credit is also a major issue for young farmers, especially because they typically do not have sources of collateral. Some countries in sub-Saharan Africa are
attempting to provide alternative forms of collateral to young farmers such as movable
property and warehouse receipts (Filmer and Fox, 2014). Finally, the provision of rural
infrastructure and modern technology can be key elements in creating opportunities
for rural youth (Bennell 2010). Services such as transport, storage facilities, and modern
irrigation practices are essential in attracting rural youth to agriculture and increasing
their productivity.
The FAO is helping governments in the development of public-private partnerships
fostering youth inclusion in agriculture and in the design of youth-friendly and climatesmart methods for technical and vocational education and training, e.g., Junior Farmer
Field and Life Schools programs. In various SSA countries, including Senegal, Uganda,
and Nigeria, FAO is supporting interventions to promote decent rural employment for
youth (Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 2016).
Ultimately, agriculture will need a great deal of innovation to keep young people in the
sector and to ensure that livelihoods through farming and related agribusiness activities
improve. Research does suggest that the younger generation is more open to new crops
and technologies that produce a higher yield than older farmers. Therefore, special agricultural extension services targeting rural youth can be effective in both improving the
quality of rural youth employment and raising agricultural productivity in general.
Innovation can take the form of new seeds, fertilizers, and other methods (World Bank
2012). It can also occur through new products and markets, as well as new opportunities
further up the value chain in food processing and distribution. Public sector involvement
is a key to such innovation. New products and markets require research and coordination,
which typically comes from government. Sub-Saharan Africa does not have a strong
record in this area but there have been some effective research collaborations that have
led to improved varieties of cotton and cassava (World Bank 2012).
While the development of agriculture and related businesses typically has not been seen
as part of strategies to improve youth employment, these are complementary goals in
SSA. If interventions can help young people develop the needed skills, access land and
credit, and upgrade infrastructure and technology, the future could be more promising.

4 Conclusions
Youth employment is understandably a high-priority issue throughout sub-Saharan Africa. The social benefits can be high if the region’s young people are engaged in
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productive and rewarding work. But the costs will be high if they are not.22 The demographic situation only magnifies the importance of the issue.
Youth employment is a many-sided challenge in sub-Saharan Africa. Unemployment is
high among well-educated young people, especially in the region’s upper middle-income
countries. However, the labor-related difficulties young people face is manifested most in
underemployment and low-quality work in agriculture, household enterprises, and other
types of informal employment. Although there is an optimistic view that the region is
poised to create substantial numbers of good jobs for young people in the modern wage
sector, it is realistic to expect that most of today’s youth will be working in agriculture and
in household and micro-enterprises in the foreseeable future. So, the region’s jobs challenge includes both improving productivity and livelihoods in these sectors while, at the
same time, establishing the foundations for more opportunities in wage employment.
This will require addressing a diverse set of obstacles. In our review of interventions
in the region, we have found that skills development programs dominate youth employment strategies. It is true that, despite improvements in educational attainment, a lack
of skills or mismatched skills are problems facing many young people. So training and
other forms of non-formal education should be part of any effort to improve youth
employment outcomes. However, most programs are oriented towards skills for the
formal wage sector which will continue to account for only a relatively small share of
total employment in most countries in the region.
Many of the barriers young people face stem from weak fundamentals that constrain
job creation and income generation more generally in much of the region. These
include poor infrastructure, weak governance and corruption, regulations that drive up
the costs of doing business, and limited access to credit. While youth employment
strategies cannot address all of these challenges, they should go beyond standard active
labor market programs to include, for example, interventions that encourage and support youth self-employment and entrepreneurship and programs that improve productivity and livelihoods in agriculture. To this point, youth employment strategies have
not been framed in this way.
Finally, better data and research are key to designing and implementing evidencebased policy to improve youth employment outcomes in SSA. Currently, an understanding of youth employment prospects is hampered both by data limitations and by a
lack of appropriate indicators to measure labor market outcomes in low-income and
agrarian-based economies. Information on interventions is spotty. Most importantly,
more rigorous evaluations of programs are needed. These should include not only
training and other active labor market programs, but also interventions that may be
outside the traditional employment envelope but could be very important for the livelihoods of young people in sub-Saharan Africa.

Endnotes
1
For example, the African Youth Charter defines youth as between 15 and 35 years
and most national youth policies define young people as individuals aged up to between
29 and 40. According to the Economic Commission for Africa (United Nations
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), 2011: 69), these broad definitions reflect
“the challenges faced by African youth in effectively integrating into society, finishing
school, getting married and gaining financial independence.”
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2

If the upper boundary is 29, the youth category represents slightly more than half of
the region’s working-age population, and if it is extended to 34, the share rises to
almost two thirds.
3
Population figures cited in the text come from the United Nations World Population
Prospects: The 2015 Revision. Projections cited are based on the medium-fertility
scenario.
4
It should be noted that demographic trends do differ within SSA, with Southern
Africa much more advanced in the fertility transition that the Eastern, Middle, and
Western African sub-regions.
5
The Gallup World Polls may be an unusual source of data for labor market analysis,
but they are a useful addition, given the general data limitations in the region. Results
using this source that are cited in this paper include data from 39 SSA countries and
regions. The samples are nationally representative for the population aged 15 and over,
but for the youth population (15–24), results are only indicative at the national level
and are representative at the country-group level.
6
Household enterprises are informal businesses outside agriculture that are “own-account” or self-employment operations, which may have family members contributing.
For a detailed analysis of household enterprises in SSA, see Fox and Sohnesen (2012).
7
In 2014, the youth unemployment rates in South Africa and Botswana were 53 and
34%, respectively (ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market).
8
Probably the most common definition is hours-based, where underemployment is
identified by employment below a certain number of hours (e.g., 40 h in a week) and a
willingness to work more hours. However, as Ranis and Gollin (2014) point out, hours
may not be a good indicator of underemployment because some workers may work
very long hours just to survive. They suggest that underemployment may be better defined by employment at very low marginal productivity and earnings, perhaps indicated
by the percentage of the workforce earning less than the minimum wage. Using data
from the 1-2-3 Surveys in Francophone country capital cities, Ranis and Gollin (2014:
Table 2.5) show that the low-wage definition generates much higher underemployment
rates than the hours-based definition.
9
In low-income countries, youth in “vulnerable” employment have the highest level
of food insecurity, not only higher than wage employees but also higher than students
and the unemployed (African Development Bank (AfDB) et al., 2012).
10
This is despite fairly strong economic growth. Average annual GDP growth averaged 5.4% in the region between 2000 and 2014 (World Bank Group, 2015).
11
Baah-Boateng (2016) argues that the structure of the region’s economic growth,
which has been largely driven by resource extraction, has not contributed to employment compared to a scenario where growth might have been driven by services and
manufacturing which have much higher employment elasticities.
12
One potential source of wage jobs could be in labor-intensive, light manufacturing
where it has been argued that sustained wage increases in coastal China will price that
region out of this type of production and create new opportunities elsewhere in the developing world. However, there are many reasons to doubt that this will occasion a
large shift of manufacturing jobs outside Asia. See http://www.economist.com/news/
leaders/21646204-asias-dominance-manufacturing-will-endure-will-make-developmentharder-others-made
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13

According to Fox et al. (2013), the main difference is that their forecasts are based on
sub-Saharan Africa specific data while MGI “uses fast-growing developing and emerging
market countries in other continents to project the employment profile” (p. 21).
14
Francophone countries, in particular, have very protective labor market rules (Cling
et al. 2007). However, it should be noted that the overall impact of labor regulations in
SSA is minimized by the high degree of informality.
15
Health as well as education is a factor. Poor health and nutrition limit the potential
of many young people to accumulate skills and to apply them at work (Hamaguchi et
al. 2013; Ranis and Gollin 2014).
16
In this review, we have surveyed the information that is available from international
organizations and both national and international academics and research centers.
17
Most obviously, formal education is extremely important in determining youth employment prospects, but covering the vast literature on formal education and its links
with employment was beyond the scope of our work. We have also only touched upon
product and labor market regulations. In terms of program delivery, private actors,
such as corporations and foundations, are playing an increasingly important role independent of government but these efforts are not yet well documented.
18
Programs may offer multiple services that can fit into more than one of these
categories. There is some evidence of multiple-service programs in SSA, most often
incorporating training into self-employment programs (Rother 2006). However, they do
not appear to be very common and certainly are not as prevalent as in some other
regions, especially Latin America, with its Jovenes and successor programs.
19
One example is call center employment in South Africa, which currently stands at
around 200,000. Policymakersare interested in how this work might employ disadvantaged people with limited alternative opportunities (Wade and Rogerson 2014).
20
According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, which is based on surveys in
73 countries, entrepreneurial propensity and activity rates are high among youth in
most of the SSA countries included (Singer et al. 2015). Where policymakers can identify young people with high entrepreneurial potential and provide the support they
need, the social return could be considerable.
21
However, Bertrand and Crepon (2014) do note that a number of randomized experiments are now being carried out on agricultural interventions in the region.
22
For a discussion of the range of negative consequences from youth unemployment,
see O'Higgins (2015).
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