parinershi
eco

Policy Brief

No 304 June 2025

Informing strategies to enhance the impact of youth
employment policies and programs in Uganda

By Edward Bbaale, Peter Babyenda, Susan Kavuma, Anitah Kyamugabwa, Nakigudde
Claire, Brenda Kiconco, Hennery Sebukeera, Ramos Wambugu, and Stephen Wainaina

* About 51% of Uganda'’s youth are not engaged in education, employment, or training. This
primarily affects young women between 20 and 24.

* The government of Uganda intentionally devised strategies and policies to tackle this issue,
but key programs aimed at promoting youth employment were relatively homogeneous and

tended fo neglect:

o Operational support, including monitoring and evaluation, and the provision of
technical guidance for program implementers.

o Sensitization, preparation, and training of beneficiaries.

o Limited risk prevention strategies.

o Standardisation and international certification of youth skilling programs.

* These programs also generally suffered from the lack of linkages to youth-initiated employment

schemes across the country.

* Findings from a comparative assessment of five flagship government-led youth-employment
programs suggest that all should be continued. Assessments were particularly positive for
the Presidential Initiative on Skilling the Girl and Boy Child, and the Youth Venture Capital

program.

The challenges of youth employment in Uganda

When provided with the appropriate knowledge,
skills and opportunities, youth can be a positive
force for development. Youth unemployment and
underemployment are among today’s most critical
challenges both globally and regionally. At 32. 6%,
youth unemployment rate in Sub-Saharan Africais the
highest regional rate in the world (Guloba et al., 2022),
and is significantly higher than the global average
rates for youth unemployment (16%) and overall
unemployment (5.12%) (UNESCO, 2023). Youth in Sub-
Saharan Africa are also nearly three times more likely
to be unemployed compared to adults (Bandiera et
al., 2022). The persistence of such high rates not only
threatens the economic stability of the region and
specific countries but underscores the urgent need for
targeted interventions to harness the demographic
dividend.

With 77% of its people aged below 25, Uganda'’s

population (of forty-six million) is one youngest
in the world. Uganda’s young people, however,
face problems and challenges that hinder their
full potential, among which the lack of decent
employment opportunities is especially significant
(Bbaale et al., 2023; UBOS, 2024). The 2021 National
Labour Force Survey established that about 30% of
youth who are instfitutionally qualified in Uganda are
unable fo find jobs, and the situation is even worse for
semiskilled and unskilled youths (UBQOS, 2022). Several
factors affect youth employment potential in Uganda,
including poor access to quality education and
fraining, a skills gap between job seekers and open
posifions available, a dearth of formal jobs relative to
the number of young people entering the labour force,
inadequate job information and the dominance of
the informal sector (Bbaale et al., 2023; Guloba et al.,
2021).



Furthermore, recent data show 51% of youth aged 18-
29 are categorized as notin employment, education, or
training, reflecting their disengagement from the labour
market and education (UBOS, 2024). Gender disparities
(37% for young women, versus 21% for young men)
also persist, with young women, including graduates,
facing greater difficulty securing dignified and fulfilling
work, leading to lower labour force participation. There
are also noficeable gender differences in the formal
wage sector, which likely attest to the disadvantages
faced by young women, including graduate women,
in finding decent employment (Bbaale et al., 2023).
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Government responses and institutional context as of 2024

In a bid to address the fundamental challenges affecting youth, the Government of Uganda planned and
implemented several policies and programs targeting youth over the years. These are listed in the table below.

Main policies targeting youth Main programs targeting youth

e 2001 National Youth Policy * Youth Livelihood Program

¢ 2023 National Employment Policy (revised) e Youth Venture Capital

e 2024 National Employment Strategy, * Emyooga

» National Action Plan for Youth Employment e Parish  Development  Model  (country-wide

* Uganda Gender Policy (2007) implementation)

* National Policy on Persons with Disabilities (2007) * Presidential youth skilling programs

« National Equal Opportunities Policy (2006) * Women Empowerment Program
¢ National Special Grant for people with disabilities
* Rehabilitation and fraining centres for persons with

disabilities

Sources: Bbaale et al., 2023; Ministry of Gender, Labour, and Social Development, 2024.

The Ministry of Gender, Labour, and Social Development is at the helm of coordinating labour and employment-
related policy initiatives and programs and is tasked with spearheading policy formulation, execution, and
synchronization in conjunction with relevant ministries, departments, and agencies, and local governments.

Supporting pillars in this endeavour include entities such as the Statehouse, the Office of the President, the Office
of the Prime Minister, the parliament, the Ministry of Finance, Planning, and Economic Development; the Ministry
of Education and Sports; the Ministry of Local Government; the National Planning Authority (National Plan of
Action of Persons with Disabilities); the Uganda Bureau of Statistics; the Federation of Uganda Employers; the
Private Sector Foundation of Uganda; the Uganda Manufacturers Association; and the National Association of
Trade Unions, among others.

The study

Launched in 2021, this initiative aimed to conduct, in two phases, a comprehensive review of existing youth-
employment policies and programs and their impact in Uganda. The researchers combined existing data and
policy reviews with qualitative data to provide a more nuanced understanding of the policies and programs -
see the “Methodology” text box below for more detail.

An initial review was conducted in 2021-2022, and the process was completed in 2024, with a follow-up review to
assess progress and highlight changes in the design or implementation of these interventions.




Changes in policy context since 2021

Between 2021 and 2023, a combination of economic, for these groups, thereby promoting enfrepreneurship
political, and institutional factors influenced the limited and job creation for the youth (PPDA, 2024).

changes observed in youth employment policies
and programs. Economic fluctuations, particularly in
the fiming of budget releases for Youth Employment
Programs (YEPs), affected both funding and

implementation. Political dynamics also played arole, The Ugandan government has also introduced
as new policies—such as the 2024 Public Procurement  several initiatives to strengthen youth employment
and Disposal of Public Assets (PPDA) guidelines and  sypport. These include the revision of the 2007 Nationall
the 2024 National Employment Policy—introduced Employment Policy, now updated as the 2024 National
provisions that impact resource allocation and Employment Policy, alongside the launch of the
regulatory frameworks to better account for youth. 2024 National Employment Strategy and the Parish

For instance, the 2024 PPDA guidelines mandate that Deévelopment Model (PDM), which allocates 30% of
15% of the annual procurement budget be reserved its funding to youth. Furthermore, additional youth skill
for youth, women, and persons with disabilities. centers and rehabilitation facilities for persons with
Additionally, government entities are required to disabilities have been established, accompanied by

reserve procurement contracts under UGX 30 million 9N increase in the National Special Grant for persons
with disabilities (MoGLSD, 2024).

Institutional factors—especially weak monitoring,
evaluation, and program fracking systems—continue
to hinder the effective implementation of YEPs.

Conclusions

Despite the comprehensive framework of youth-employment programs and policies, and the institutional
machinery in place for their implementation, Ugandan youth still face a multitude of challenges. These span
from entrenched unemployment, underemployment, and lack of dignified work, to a spectrum of labour-market
constraints, broadly categorized info demand and supply-side factors. For example, many youths sfill lack
employable, entrepreneurial skills and soft skills, and the information that is shared regarding job opportunities
is limited. Education mismatch remains a challenge, and the would-be solution—technical and vocational
education and training—has yet to become entrenched across the country. Indeed, many still consider technical
and vocational education and training as a recourse for academic failures and not an avenue for acquiring
useful skills (Bbaale et al., 2023). Furthermore, there are no known incentives to youth-initiated employment
schemes across the country. Youth confinue to face difficulty in licensing their businesses and lack tax education
and assistance, making it hard for them to startup and sustain their businesses or to compete on the open market
(Guloba et al., 2021; National Plan of Action of Persons with Disabilities, 2023).

Key findings

During the initial phase (2021-2022) of the review, the authors selected five key government interventions were
selected for further analysis and policy recommendations:

1. The Youth Livelihood Program
The Uganda Women Entrepreneurship Program
The Presidential Initiative on Skilling the Girl and the Boy Child

The Youth Apprenticeship Program
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Youth Venture Capital

They then used a set of policy-relevant criteria to compare and highlight the main strengths and gaps of these
different interventions. Their assessment led to determine that all five programs should be continued with a few
specific caveats. Their assessment of the Presidential Inifiative on Skilling the Girl and Boy Child, and or the Youth
Venture Capital, were particularly positive!.

1 Find out more through the inital policy brief: https://portal.pep-net.org/document/download/39365
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Policy gaps and related recommendations

To improve adequacy and effectiveness of Uganda’s youth employment policies and programs, the following
can be considered.

Addressing gaps in operational support and training/preparation of beneficiaries

Many of the interviewed stakeholders pointed out that, while government programs allocate funds forempowering
beneficiaries, they often neglect the essential aspects of operational support and training, including, in particular,
the fraining and adequate preparation of beneficiaries, confinuous monitoring and evaluation, and technical
guidance. This imbalance and lack of the necessary guidance and support generally leads to ineffective
program implementation and poor outcomes. For example, it may result in cases in which beneficiaries receive
money but lack the fraining and necessary follow-up guidance to use it effectively. Additionally, inadequate
facilitation for technical staff in charge of implementing programs hampers the ability to monitor and guide
beneficiaries, which also leads to program failures. To ensure the adequate running of these programs, the
operational components must be given more attention and resources.

» This recommendation targets the Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development, the Ministry
of Gender, Labour and Social Development, Parliament, local governments, and development
partners to ensure that these aspects are considered in the design of youth-employment policies and
programs.

» Beyond accessing funds as a sustainable solution, many of the interviewed beneficiaries highlighted
the critical importance of equipping youth with essential skills. Therefore, it is recommended that more
localized training centres be established to foster skill development among young people. Additionally,
these skills should be internationally recognized o increase their value and opportunities for the youth.
This recommendation targets the Ministry of Education and Sports, the Directorate of Industrial Training,
and all actors engaged in implementing skills and training programs for youth.

Measures to ensure beneficiaries’ compliance with
program obligations

Programs designed to provide financial support to youth
groups for income-generating activities also face a
challenge with the repayment of funds (since most of these
funds are revolving in nature). Issues related to repayment
and group dynamics have significantly affected the
implementation strategies of interventions like the Youth
Livelihood Program for example. Indeed, respondents
pointed out that insufficient sensitization about the proper
use of funds and the importance of repayment has led to
the collapse of the Youth Livelihood Program and similar
programs. To ensure the sustainability and success of this
kind of intervention, it is therefore recommended that
program implementers both increase sensitization and
design measures to ensure that beneficiaries comply with
their obligations.

» These recommendations specifically target the
Ministry of Gender, Labour, and sociall
Development, the Kampala Capital City Authority,
and local governments.

On the other hand, demand-driven initiatives, such

as venture capital, seem to perform better in terms of b ™ >
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recovery, suggesting that government may consider the . - — :
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prioritization of this approach for financial support.




Engaging and raising awareness among program beneficiaries

Engaging directly with beneficiaries provides valuable insights info program impacts and areas forimprovement.
A common concern among respondents was the limited effort to in sensitize youth about existing programs, with
the result that many young people are not aware of the opportunities available to them.

The authors therefore recommend that all youth-employment policies and programs implementors organize
effective sensitization campaigns, and provide the necessary support to potential beneficiaries, in order to
ensure and increase active participation. Strategies should also be embedded to include and increase the
participation of vulnerable groups in the employment programs, including women, refugees, and people with
disabilities. Additionally, respondents expressed the need for government to provide targeted support and
resources for youth empowerment initiatives in both rural and urban areas.

» These recommendations target specifically the Ministry of Gender, Labour, and Social Development,
the Kampala Capital City Authority, and local governments.

Ensuring political inclusivity in the bureaucratic processes of Uganda’s youth employment policies and programs

Instances of funds diversion by leaders were reported. They undermine the objectives of programs and affect
implementation, erode trust in the programs, and misuse resources intended for beneficiaries. Additionally,
nepotistic behaviours in the selection process (e.g., when leaders choose relatives as beneficiaries), further
complicate follow-up and repayment efforts, reducing the programs’ overall effectiveness. Political leaders may
also appoint relatives to key positions within beneficiary groups, which makes it even more difficult to ensure
accountability and proper use of funds. To manage such risks, and ensure equal access to programs by all youth,
instifutions in charge of implementing programs should provide thorough guidelines for selecting beneficiaries.

In addition, befter monitoring and evaluation would ensure transparency and effectiveness in program
implementation and potentially resolve issues of mismanagement or diversion of funds by leaders.

» These recommendations target specifically the Ministry of Gender, Labour, and Social Development,
Parliament and local governments

Methodology

The authors employed a mixed-research approach in which where both primary and secondary quantitative
and qualitative data sources were used.

Initial data collection involved an extensive desk review to gather secondary data (see note below), including an
assessment of employment policies, programs, legislation, startup and taxation policies, evaluation and media
reports related to youth-employment policies and programs in Uganda.

The primary data were obtained from national and subnational levels through focus group discussions and key
informant interviews, in a total of thirfeen districts (including participants from local governments) and ten cities
and municipalities across the four main regions of Uganda. Specifically, the qualitative data was gathered, in
two phases, through a total of 40 focus-group discussions and 218 key-informant interviews - an average of 40%
of participants were women.

The authors also carried out four validation workshops to gather further information and feedback from
stakeholders regarding the study’s findings, including representatives from civil society organizations, youth-
employment policies and programs beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries, youth leaders, and policymakers.

Through these discussions, participants were asked to share their insights and views about five specific programs
and policies (see key findings below) - representing different types or options of policy intervention — with regards
to their effectiveness, unintended effects, equity effects, cost implications, feasibility, and acceptability.



Note on secondary data sources

Secondary data were drawn from publicly
accessible data sources and policy and
strategy documents (largely from the Ministry
of Gender, Labour and Social Development,
and the Ministry of Finance, Planning and
Economic Development).

The main secondary sources were the
Uganda National Household Surveys of
2016/17 and 2020/21, and evaluation reports
on youth-employment programs, and
Uganda Annual Labour Force Survey Reports
(especially for 2017/18) from the Uganda
Bureau of Stafistics.

The authors also used reports on the
evaluations of the existing youth-employment
programs conducted by the Economic Policy
Research Centre and other scholars such as
Gemma and Ibrahim (2015), Sekabira (2017),
Bechange et al. (2021) and Bbaale et al.
(2023).
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The ‘What Works for Youth Employment in Africa’ initiative

This paper was produced in the context of the “What Works for Youth

In partnership with

Employment in Africa” initiative, implemented by the Partnership for

Economic Policy (PEP) in partnership with the Mastercard Foundation.
“"What Works for Youth Employmentin Africa” was a three-yearresearch
initiative that ran between 2021 and 2024, to provide evidence that
can drive policy reform to increase youth employment in ten African
countries. The views expressed do not necessarily represent those of

the Foundation, its staff, or its Board of Directors.

For more information about this initiative, please visit:

www.pep-net.org/programs/youth-employment
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