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Abstract
Youth unemployment is a growing global issue, but in Africa, it is a top political priority. The African 
continent contains the world’s youngest population, with approximately 60 percent of its population 
being under the age of 25, combined with the fastest demographic growth rate. An estimated 10 to 12 
million new jobs need to be created annually to match the growing demand for jobs. This policy paper 
discusses the factors that can explain the high youth unemployment rate in Africa, both pre-pandemic 
and the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on youth. The paper then offers four policy recommendations that 
can be utilised by national governments and wider stakeholders to help solve the youth unemployment 
problem. The policy recommendations tap into current policy discourse of digitalisation, access to finance 
and migrant population dynamics as useful policy tools.
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1. Introduction- Youth Unemployment Pre-COVID
Youth unemployment is a fundamental and growing global issue. According to a report by the International 
Labour Organization (ILO, 2020), the global youth unemployment rate was 13.6% in 2020 (using the 15-
24 age definition), with considerable variation across regions. In Africa (the world’s youngest continent), 
approximately 60 percent of its population is under the age of 25 (Mo Ibrahim, 2019), making youth 
employment a top political priority. In 2019, 15.7 million young people in Africa, or 13.4% of the total labor 
force (aged 15–24-year-olds) on the continent were unemployed (Mo Ibrahim, 2019). Unemployed youth 
in the 15-24 years age category were twice as many as youth aged above 25 years, highlighting the issue 
of unemployment being more severe for younger generations. Chart 1 below is a data sample from the 
World Bank Database, 20221, which illustrates the share of youth who are not in education, employment, 
or training (underemployment) from four African countries, i.e., Egypt, Mauritius, Senegal, and South Africa. 
The four countries are selected based on geographical area and data availability for the years 2015 to 
2019. The data on youth for all four countries is a combination of the 15–29-year-olds definition.  

Chart 1: Share of Youth not in Education, Employment or Training 

Source: World Bank Database, 2021

For all four countries’ samples, the share of youth underemployment exceeds 20%, with Senegal and 
South Africa reaching around 30%-35% of this population. In South Africa, a country with a persisting 
high youth unemployment rate, 30% of the total youth population were underemployed between 2015 
and 2019. In Mauritius, 20% of its youth population were underemployed in the same period, although 
this rate declined in 2019. 

In addition to being a youthful continent, the African region has the fastest demographic growth rate. 
According to Mo Ibrahim (2019), the continent will encompass 38 of the 40 youngest countries in the 
world by 2050, and by 2100, the youth population is expected to grow to 1.3 billion people, a growth rate 
of 181.4%. To match the anticipated employment demand from the bulging young African population, an 
estimated 10 to 12 million new jobs need to be created annually (AfDB, 2020). Today, only 3.1 million jobs 
are created annually. This growing gap in economic opportunities will lead to 263 million young people 
left out of the economic system by 2025 (AfDB, 2020). The consequences are pervasive, such as poorer 
living conditions for youth, internal and international migrations and rising social unrest. 

1  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.NEET.ZS 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.NEET.ZS
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There are a myriad of pre-pandemic factors that contribute to the high youth unemployment rates in 
Africa (see chart 2 below). Among the top were inadequate skills and education; insufficient supply of jobs, 
and high job-seeking information costs. Indeed, chart 2 shows the ILO’s SWTS study (Mo Ibrahim, 2019) 
surveying 15-29-year-olds from 11 African countries. 32.2% of respondents stated that unavailability of 
jobs was the top obstacle to finding a good job, while 18.6% of respondents explained that their level 
of skills training and education were lower than that required from employers. Only 1% of respondents 
reported that gender was an obstacle and 3.1% reported discriminatory practices as an obstacle. 

Chart 2: Obstacles to Finding a Good Job (2013/2014/2015)

Source: Mo Ibrahim, 2019

The insufficient supply of jobs is essentially related to existing structural issues, and how economic 
resources and activities are allocated in many African economies (Coulibaly and Page, 2021). Labour 
absorbing sectors, such as manufacturing and tradable services, tend to not account for large shares of 
economies in many countries, and instead, most economies heavily rely on informal agriculture, mining, 
and non-tradable services sectors (Coulibaly and Page, 2021). Combined with a lack of social safety nets, 
many young people are left to rely on the informal sector for income-generating activities. 

The over-reliance of the informal sector as a source of employment for youth presents many challenges. 
For one, workers in the informal sector tend to receive lower wages, expect tougher working conditions, 
and experience employment instability, making them more vulnerable to shocks (ILO, 2015). Another 
challenge of the over-reliance of the informal sector as a source of employment is the forgone tax revenue. 
Long-term employment in the informal sector can also result in an unskilled labor force in the future due 
to the lack of opportunities and time spent on formal professional development. According to the AfDB 
(2020), informal sector employment accounts for almost 80% of all jobs in African countries, and youth 
and women have a higher probability of being found in this sector. The challenges related to the informal 
sector have only compounded since the COVID-19 pandemic (ITU-D, 2022), as most informal sector 
workers stopped working and lack access to social security. 

The discussion around the benefits of outward migration from Africa is centred around the quantitative 
impacts; namely the large flow of remittances from the migrant and diaspora populations in higher-income 
countries. Available data on international financial flows to Africa show that remittances consistently 
account for the second largest share, behind overseas development aid (ODA). In 2019, remittance flow 
to Africa was recorded to be $48 billion, more than twice as much as foreign direct investment (FDI) 
(Ratha, 2021). Although remittances landing in many African household go towards consumption that is 
considered necessary, there is an ongoing discourse around the opportunity cost of remittances being 
utilized more productively to contribute to the country’s development, particularly on youth employment 
activities. A further policy discussion is provided on section 3.
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2. Impact of COVID-19 on Youth Unemployment
Beyond the health crisis, the COVID-19 global pandemic resulted in unforeseen economic disruptions and 
severe negative socio-economic impacts for youth. Social distancing measures and restrictions (including 
workplace closures) were imposed by governments worldwide to reduce transmission and mitigate the 
virus’ propagation (ILO, 2020). The lockdown measures decreed by countries around the world have 
had significant impacts on mobility and led to sharp declines in consumption and production. The latter 
resulted in disruptions in global supply chains. Ultimately, this has contributed to the high global youth 
unemployment, saliently seen in African countries.

As per ILO estimates, working hours in Sub-Saharan Africa reduced by 2.4 percent in the first quarter 
of 2020, compared to Q1 in 2021. This estimate is equivalent to 9 million full-time jobs lost between 
2019 and 2020. Young people have been more vulnerable to job losses during the pandemic due to 
the over-represented of youth populations in riskier sectors with less job protection, such as hospitality, 
entertainment, and tourism (ITU-D, 2020). Prolonged school closures also translate to a lack of training and 
education and reinforces the economic and social inequalities within the youth population in Africa. Young 
people from richer households are less affected than those from poorer households, as the former have 
access to technology that support home-learning, while the latter don’t (The Conversation, 2021). 

3. Policy Options and Recommendations for Tackling Youth 
Unemployment

Both the 2008 financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic exposed the vulnerabilities in the current 
economic system regarding sustainable and equitable development. The pandemic has fundamentally 
forced us to reassess whether the current model can cater for the growing demands of youth employment. 
The challenges of youth unemployment in Africa are also very nuanced and structural, therefore a mix of 
long-term, deliberate, and well-coordinated policy interventions need to be considered to address the 
issue. Of immediate importance is the need for an African-wide consensus on the actions required to 
remedy the problem or else inadequate economic opportunity will continue to cripple Africa’s youth. 

The paper proposes four policy options and recommendations that can be used by national governments 
and the private sector to tackle youth unemployment in Africa. The four policy options and recommendations 
are organized into the two following categories:
 

  » Digital Youth Employment Policies
  » Diaspora for Youth Policies

3.1 Digital Youth Employment Policies 
The first two policy recommendations relate to the promotion of tech youth entrepreneurship and digital 
skills. During pre-pandemic times, a common prediction among experts was that the African development 
story will be associated with the Fourth Digital Industrial Revolution, and around 230 million digital jobs 
(from e-commerce to digital trade of services) have been projected by 2030 (ITU-D, 2021). The increased 
access to mobile devices and digital technology also resulted to a rise in innovative practices, such as 
the emergence and dominance of mobile money banking (Hamdam et al., 2021). Furthermore, since the 
wake of the pandemic, the digitalization of work accelerated even further and profoundly transformed 
our approach to work. Around the world, employees and employers abandoned their office spaces and 
found themselves working from home for the most part of 2020 and all of 2021. This led to the spike in 
demand for innovative digital work platforms. On a wider scale, digital technology has become increasingly 
important for economies in Africa, with visible impact on labor demand and labor resilience, particularly 
for flexible high-skilled workers. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_749399.pdf
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Despite the potential benefits of technological advancement and the creation of digital jobs in the 
continent, significant challenges and barriers need to be resolved first. Access to the internet remains out 
of reach for most people in the continent, with only 29% reporting having access in 2019 (see Chart 3) 
(World Bank, 2022), although there has been an exponential increase in access for a decade since 2009. 
Too few citizens have digital identification cards or bank accounts, locking them out of access to critical 
services and the ability to buy goods and services conveniently online. Digital start-ups struggle to attract 
funding and ‘traditional’ businesses are only slowly adopting digital technologies and platforms to boost 
productivity and sales. Few governments are investing strategically and systematically in developing digital 
infrastructure, services, skills, and entrepreneurship. To become tomorrow’s innovators, entrepreneurs and 
leaders, Africa’s youth need to be empowered with the digital skills and access to technology and markets 
that are essential to thrive in an increasingly digitized global economy. Governments need to find more 
nimble and effective means of delivering services and interacting with citizens, and businesses need to 
utilize digitally centred business models to connect with the hundreds of millions of customers previously 
out of reach due to geography or low income.

Chart 3: Individuals using Internet in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Source: World Bank Data, 2021

Thus, the paper recommends policies that first, manoeuvres investment into digital technology to facilitate 
youth entrepreneurship, in particular technological entrepreneurship, and the creation of digital jobs, and 
second, policies on training youth digital skills for employment. 

For the first policy recommendation, governments in Africa should develop a regulatory framework that 
guarantee soft loans and credit for youth tech start-ups and Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). 
Increasing the number of youth tech start-ups and SMEs can lead to an increase in the employment 
rate, from both self-employment and youth hired in the start-ups SMEs. Young people in Africa have 
demonstrated digital savviness and appetite for risks and have adapted various technologies to suit their 
needs through entrepreneurship (The Conversation, 2021). Therefore, it is in the national governments’ 
interest to create the right business climate to encourage investments into the digital entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. It is recommended that the government provides a mechanism that guarantees soft loans 
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and credit for youth tech start-ups and use mobile money as a method of payment transaction, as mobile 
money is currently the most prominent transaction method in Africa2. 

For the second policy recommendation, governments in Africa can collaborate with digital technology 
corporations and finance firms to develop programs that invest in digital skills through Technical and 
Vocational Education and Training, in the example of EdTech programs. Governments in Africa can work 
together with Facebook, Mastercard and similar private sector players to develop mentorship and IT skill 
development programs to ensure that youth are equipped for future employment and entrepreneurship 
opportunities. Governments can also work with The World Bank’s program on Digital Economy Initiative 
for Africa (DE4A), which aims to ensure every individual, business and government in Africa will be digitally 
enabled by 2030.

3.2 Diaspora for Youth Policies
The next two policy recommendations are concerning the re-direction of remittances to diasporic 
investment funds and the promotion of diaspora networks and mentorship programs. 

For the third proposal, this paper recommends governments to set up diaspora investment funds and 
develop policies that encourage diasporas to redirect remittance flows into funds. Some of these policies 
can include i) reducing the transaction cost of remittances into the diaspora bonds and, ii) developing 
a list of strategic investment projects that funds can invest in with favorable returns on investment. 
Leveraging the large stock of remittances into productive investments projects such as youth start-ups, 
skill development, scholarships or infrastructure can lead to enormous impact on youth employment. 
Furthermore, the diaspora is more likely to be in favor of these policies and the associated taxes to the 
recipient government, given that it contributes to their country, unlike paying taxes in their home host 
country. The benefits of setting up diaspora investment funds and encouraging the re-direction of flows 
are immense, including an increase in the capital stock of the country and increase in government tax 
revenues. Examples of Diaspora investment funds can already be found in countries such as Nigeria, South 
Africa, Ghana, and Ethiopia (McCormick, 2020).

Beyond the quantitative impacts of migration, the African diasporic community has a bigger role to play 
in the African Development story. The African diaspora is also returning to the continent in numbers to 
work and start businesses. For the fourth proposal, this paper recommends governments in Africa to 
develop national level platforms/forums or a network that connect the returned diasporas community 
and youth together, such as the African Diaspora Network3. The networks/forums can provide mentorship 
and coaching services between the youth in Africa and the returned diasporas, to fill the gap on missing 
skills and capabilities. Services in these networks can include training the youth in i) critical thinking skills, 
ii) entrepreneurship, iii) digital technology, IT, and coding, iii) career development, iv) interpersonal skills 
and more. The exchange of knowledge and know-how between the returned diasporas and African youth 
is beneficial to increase the capabilities of youth across the continent. Furthermore, like the diaspora 
investment funds, it is likely in the diaspora’s interest to provide services to contribute to their country 
even though they are usually missing a forum/platform to connect. 

2  In 2020, the use of mobile money transactions dramatically increased to encourage remote transactions and 
reduce the transmission of COVID-19.

3  https://adn.memberclicks.net/ 

https://adn.memberclicks.net/
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4. Conclusion
Youth unemployment in Africa is a fundamental issue and there are a myriad of factors that can explain 
this predicament. Among the top were inadequate skills and education, and the insufficient supply of jobs; 
the COVID-19 pandemic exaggerated these challenges even more.

There is a tremendous urgency from leaders and policymakers across the continent and beyond to tackle 
youth unemployment through the creation of mass employment and entrepreneurial opportunities for 
youth. Several efforts and commitments have been initiated by leading organizations such as African 
Development Bank (AfDB)’s Jobs for Youth Strategy 2016-2025 and the African Union’s Agenda 2063 
programs (African Youth Charter, Youth Decade Plan of Action, and the Malabo Decision on Youth 
Empowerment). However, more innovative and creative approaches are required. 

This paper proposed four policy recommendations that can be used by national governments and private 
sector stakeholders to help tackle youth unemployment in Africa. The first policy option recommends 
governments to develop a regulatory framework that guarantees soft loans and credit for youth tech 
start-ups and SMEs. The second policy recommends asks governments in Africa to collaborate with digital 
technology corporations and finance firms to develop programs that invest in digital skills through Technical 
and Vocational Education and Training. The last two proposals focus on the opportunities that exist with 
the migrant remittances and the returning diaspora community in Africa. The paper recommended 
governments to set up diaspora investment funds and develop policies that encourage diasporas to redirect 
remittance flows into productive activities. For the last proposal, the paper recommended governments in 
Africa to develop platforms/forums or networks that connect the returned diaspora community and youth 
together.
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