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Integrating youth into
formal economies
I

N 2011, North Africa erupted in a series of
youth-led revolutions, the echoes of which
can still be heard in the region and around
the world. These regime-toppling movements,
enabled by social media, were in many ways
a wake-up call for the global community:
Failing to engage a country’s youth—and the
economic, political, and sociocultural disenfranchisement that may follow—can be destabilizing to the point of radical change.
An increased focus on youth issues is
now evident in the proliferation of donorfunded, youth-directed programming; impact

4.6%

12.6%

Figure 1. Global youth by the numbers

12.6% of the world’s
working-aged* youth
ARE UNEMPLOYED

compared to 4.6% of adults
(aged 25+)i

1,100,000,000 people

OR 18% OF THE POPULATION
in less-developed regions are
youth aged 16–24ii

89% of 10- to
24-year-olds

live in less-developed
regionsiii

* Aged 15-24

i: International Labour Organization, “Global employment trends for youth 2013:
A generation at risk,” 2013, http://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/global-employment-trends/youth/2013/lang--en/index.htm.
ii: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “World
population prospects: The 2012 revision,” 2013, http://esa.un.org/wpp/Documentation/pdf/WPP2012_Volume-I_Comprehensive-Tables.pdf.
iii: United Nations Population Fund, “The power of 1.8 billion: Adolescents,
youth and the transformation of the future (State of world population 2014
report),” 2014, http://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/EN-SWOP14-Report_FINAL-web.pdf.
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evaluations focusing on youth employment
interventions; and the wave of “youth indices”
that attempt to present comparative crosscountry data on this demographic. However,
the challenge remains as to how to translate
existing information into policies that will
effectively promote youth workforce integration and employment, as well as how to secure
government political commitment for such
policies.1 Currently, youth employment issues
often fall under the purview of non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations, and donors, in part because governments
are reluctant to invest resources in programs
that have not been evaluated for efficacy.2 In
the absence of an implemented national youth
policy or government-supported approach,
such interventions may be ad hoc or duplicative, and potentially less sustainable if reliant
upon the priorities of donors and programmatic funding cycles.
This paper describes an approach that may
help bridge the gap between data and policymaking at the country level. We provide a
framework for national-level youth development efforts that involves supplementing
available data, incentivizing the commitment
of non-traditional stakeholders, and ultimately
using a more holistic, iterative approach to
youth engagement that requires the support of
country governments. The approach focuses
on middle- and low-income economies, where
the youth population is at an all-time high
and unemployment is pervasive. We draw on
Tunisia as a case study and example of a highpotential emerging economy. Forty percent
of Tunisians are under the age of 24, placing a
demand on government institutions to promote youth civic and economic engagement
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“

The challenge remains as to how to translate existing
information into policies that will effectively promote
youth workforce integration and employment . . .

through a cohesive national strategy. The
political, economic, and social challenges faced
by Tunisia are similar to those of other nations
where youth engagement is critical to stability
and development. By debunking the perception that youth, and especially unemployed

”

youth, are merely a fiscal burden and a drain
on domestic resources,3 our approach encourages an increasingly diverse group of stakeholders to invest in youth as catalysts for
economic growth.
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Benefits and limitations
of data on youth
D

EMAND for viable youth strategies and
interventions is on the rise4 and will likely
continue to increase as governments realize that investing in youth can help achieve
other high-priority goals, such as accelerated
economic growth. So how is the market meeting this demand? What tools and resources do
youth champions have to effectively measure and improve youth wellbeing? Recent
youth indices and impact evaluations reflect
efforts to provide more complete and coherent information. Our approach utilizes this
research in an effort
to engage the most
effective champions
in a country-specific,
action-oriented youth
roadmap. In this and
the following sections, we examine
available data on
youth, with a specific focus on youth
indices, and outline
the key elements of
our framework for
translating information to impact.
Indices can provide policymakers with a
simple way to view the big picture, allocate
resources, design programs, and measure progress over time. At present, there are no internationally recognized indices in the area of
youth development, although two noteworthy
examples were released in 2013 and 2014.
The Commonwealth Youth Development
Index (YDI), released in 2013, is a composite
index of 15 key indicators that collectively
measure youth development in 170 countries,

“

including 51 of the 54 Commonwealth countries. The YDI has five domains to measure
the levels of education, health and well-being,
employment, political participation, and civic
participation of young people.
The Global Youth Wellbeing Index,
released by the Center for Strategic and
International Studies (CSIS) and the
International Youth Foundation in 2014, gathers and connects youth-related data to assess
and compare the state of this demographic
via indicators on citizen participation, education, economic
opportunity, health,
safety and security,
and information and
communications
technology. This
index ranks 30 highto low-income countries in five regions
that represent nearly
70 percent of the
world’s youth.
Country scores
from the CSIS Global
Youth Wellbeing
Index and the Commonwealth YDI generally
correlate strongly with the United Nations
Human Development Index (HDI) and, to a
lesser degree, with GDP per capita. However,
by including dimensions specific to the economic, social, and political empowerment
of young people, these indices show that a
country’s development gains do not necessarily translate well to youth, particularly
in medium- and high-income countries.5
Concerns remain regarding limited educational opportunities, access to health care,

At present, there
are no internationally
recognized indices
in the area of youth
development.
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youth mortality rates, and lack of employment
opportunities (in part due to skills mismatch) even in countries with above-average
HDI rankings.6
Although these youth indices have been
useful in promoting dialogue by highlighting
priority areas and country rankings, the following factors limit their utility:
• Reliance on aggregated “contextually
blind” data: Indices are limited by focusing exclusively on national performance
without considering potential internal
or regional disparities, which are often at
the core of civil grievances. Additionally,
one-off studies, which are frequently cited
as sources for indices, often lack year-overyear comparability.
• Limited target audience: The stated target
audiences of the Commonwealth YDI are
donors and investors rather than governments. This approach limits involvement
by policymakers and government officials
at the country level, which is important
to building sustainable commitment to
youth issues as part of national policies
and priorities.
• Limited applicability on the ground:
Most indices are purely informative; they
highlight challenges rather than providing
actionable tools for “moving the needle” in
the identified areas.
Despite their potential as a barometer for
youth development, data availability and quality are significant constraints for these indices.7
Further, data availability tends to be poorest in
countries with the largest youth demographic
bulge. For example, in 40 percent of developing
countries included in the Commonwealth YDI,
there are no data on HIV prevalence among
youth, youth unemployment rates, or the budget of the youth ministry.
Where data are available, however,
indices can be telling. For example, the

Commonwealth YDI ranks Tunisia No. 80
out of 170 countries, with higher scores for
education (73 percent) and health (83 percent)
and lower scores for employment (61 percent),
civic (32 percent), and political participation
(19 percent).8 While stakeholders agree with
the youth index findings that political and economic engagement should be the top priority
for youth interventions in Tunisia,9 the country
lacks a national youth strategy or policy to orient and coordinate such efforts. Tunisia is not
alone; a 2014 assessment by the Youth Policy
Press found that 16 percent of countries surveyed (31 of 198) have no national-level youth
policy in place. Sixty-two percent (122 of 198)
currently have a national-level youth policy;
19 percent (37 of 198) are revising or developing new policies.10 However, the presence of
a youth policy does not guarantee relevance,
quality, or effective implementation.
In addition to the demographic data gaps
revealed by indices, until recently, rigorous
impact evaluation of youth-oriented interventions was also in short supply. A 2007 World
Bank inventory of employment interventions
targeting youth revealed weak data and evaluation methods that likely led policymakers to
overestimate programmatic impact.11 Over the
past several years, however, evaluation methodologies such as randomized controlled trials
(RCTs) are increasingly being used to measure
the results of youth employment interventions.12 Yet RCTs have shortcomings as well:
Although generally considered to be the most
accurate of the impact evaluation methodologies,13 they are often time-consuming, expensive, and require further analysis to determine
“external validity” (the applicability of results
outside of the environment evaluated).14
Finally, researchers and policymakers
continue to grapple with the question of how
to share knowledge in a timely and effective
manner so as to help develop and implement
youth policy.15
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Getting from information
to impact
T

O move the needle on youth issues, youth
stakeholders need more targeted and
timely data collection, a contextually feasible
and sustainable national or subnational youth
plan(s), and commitment from influential
advocates. Despite the limitations of indices,
governments and partner organizations could
use them as platforms for further analysis,
data-driven decision-making, and inputs into
youth policy development. The following steps
outline some ways governments can overcome
current data limitations to use country-specific
analysis and craft targeted youth roadmaps
aligned with national and subnational/regional
development goals (figure 2).

Deconstruct the context
It is important to look beyond the aggregate data in order to execute a more holistic
and grounded approach to youth development
and engagement. Is the country in conflict
or recovering from recent conflict? Are there
significant health factors to take into account?
Are there significant regional, gender, or ethnic
disparities to consider? How do these factors affect young people? These are the types
of contextual questions youth development
stakeholders should ask and try to answer with
supplemental data via demographic surveys
and interviews with experts. In many cases,
data will be scarce, so data-sharing partnerships with civil society organizations, donors,

Figure 2. Steps to developing an effective youth policy

Identify
enablers &
constraints
Deconstruct
the context

Recruit
champions
with
influence

Develop &
execute youth
roadmap

Leverage emerging youth
indices to initiate dialogue

Manage expectations
and assess progress

Move the needle on youth indices
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and universities should be considered in order
to source information.
In Tunisia, in addition to unemployment,
several contextual factors affect youth. There
is a broadly shared sense of post-revolution
disillusionment and disappointment at the
lack of better opportunities.16 High regional
unemployment, as well as income and security
disparities, have resulted in increased tension in the mid-west and remote areas of the
country. Religion plays an important political
role in youth development. Lastly, the media,
including social media and networks, are
perceived by some to have contributed more to
the empowerment of young people in Tunisia
than economic reforms.17

Identify youth empowerment
enablers and constraints
Identify the systemic factors in the political
and economic environment that either enable
or constrain youth as productive, engaged citizens. Use indices, impact evaluations, surveys,
interviews, and roundtable dialogues across
stakeholder segments (e.g., young men, young
women, parents, employers). Where possible,
leverage existing tools for collaboration and
broader domestic engagement. For example,
existing national surveys can be augmented
to capture data on youth. This assessment
of enablers and constraints should include
an economic analysis component to identify
key economic levers, such as sectors with the
potential to employ a growing youth population, labor market policies, and the labor supply-demand link between the education system
and the country’s economic growth trajectory.
In Tunisia, the International Finance
Corporation has identified labor-intensive and
high-value-added sectors such as infrastructure improvement, information technology
(IT), offshoring, agribusiness, electronics, and
electrical and mechanical industries as the
economic sectors on which to focus.18 These
are the priority sectors in which Tunisia can
leverage its growing youth population by

providing adequate training and pathways
to employment.

Recruit youth champions with
influence
Conduct a stakeholder analysis to identify
influential champions for youth development.
Determine where the gaps are among existing
youth advocates in terms of political power,
budget, decision-making ability, and credibility, and identify how new youth champions
can fill these gaps. Develop a targeted engagement strategy based on specific priorities and
interests—such as sector investment targets
or public infrastructure plans—and identify counterparts to lead such efforts. These
“non-traditional” youth advocates may sit in
the ministry of finance, the executive branch,
investment promotion agencies, or within
municipal government. The important factor
that differentiates a new school of youth champions is the ability to envision youth development as a direct contributor to economic
growth, rather than purely as a social cause.
Tunisia’s traditional youth champions
include civil society organizations (CSOs),
donor agencies, NGOs, and several line
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ministries with designated “youth” mandates,
including the Ministry of Youth, Sports, and
Physical Education. However, a “youth mandate” alone may not inspire interest in the
issue among policymakers because there is
a lack of information on the myriad ways in
which youth can make a significant and lasting impact on a country’s economy. Further,
lack of data on effective youth employment
interventions may discourage policymakers from allocating scarce resources toward
programs with certain costs and uncertain
benefits.19 When influential central ministries,
such as the ministry of finance, are aware of
the potential benefits from investing in youth
labor opportunities, such initiatives may enjoy
stronger budgetary and policy support as a
result of perceived alignment with a country’s
larger economic growth goals, and confidence
that returns on investment could materialize
in the form of a more skilled, integrated, and
capable workforce.
For example, given the potential to employ
large cohorts of youth in Tunisian agribusiness, it may make sense to engage the Ministry
of Agriculture, the Foreign Investment
Promotion Agency (FIPA), and the relevant
regional municipal governments, chambers
of commerce, business associations, and
youth organizations, while also convincing
the Ministry of Finance, presidential committees and councils, and local companies to
support such initiatives. In order to elicit and
sustain commitment from counterparts not
traditionally involved in youth issues, youth
interventions should also be designed to serve
the interests, whether economic or political,
of such advocates. It is possible that if Tunisia
were to focus on youth training initiatives for
agribusiness value chains, accompanied by the
development of relevant business services, the
country’s human resource capacity could be
strengthened and the cost of doing business
could be reduced. The benefits might include
an integrated and more skilled youth labor
force, a stronger investment infrastructure,
and overall economic growth. These outcomes could incentivize key decision makers
8

within the Tunisian government to continue
prioritizing youth interventions while also
attracting greater foreign investment as a
result of improvements in the national investment climate. With these potential results in
hand, more broadly targeted information and
training for policymakers, as well as communications to the public, could raise awareness
of the demographic dividend and promote
youth-sensitive budgeting and other such
strategic efforts.
When host-country governments see youth
opportunities as a policy priority, it may be
expected that 1) developing-country governments will begin prioritizing youth independent of the influence of donor agendas; 2)
donor funding for youth will be channeled
through programs, jointly developed with the
host-country government, that support the
dual objectives of economic growth and youth
integration; and 3) such policies will be more
likely to survive in the absence of foreign aid
because they are now perceived as important
to the democratic and economic stability of
a country.

Develop a youth roadmap
Irrespective of whether a country has
established or enforced strategies or policies, a youth roadmap can serve as a cohesive
and targeted plan of action. Such a roadmap
should be based on data; aligned with national,
regional, and sectorial goals; and supported by
a broader set of influential youth champions.
Ideally, the roadmap should also contain direct
input from young people, either through traditional civil society consultations or an online
crowdsourcing forum.
A key element of the youth roadmap in this
approach is that it should employ an evidencebased methodology of testing pilot interventions, analyzing the data for efficacy, and
scaling up based on test results. This approach,
though potentially slower than direct implementation at scale, typically carries less risk,
helps manage expectations, and furnishes
some of the critical missing youth intervention data needed to rally more champions
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and positive results. To design such interventions, we suggest a framework that integrates
available demographic (and, where available
and applicable, impact evaluation) data with
contextual considerations (such as growth
industries and competitive advantages). Strong
stakeholder involvement in the design, execution, and assessment of such interventions
promotes knowledge transfer, ownership,
and sustainability.
A second important component of an effective youth roadmap is that it should continue
to link youth with larger macro metrics such
as economic growth, or with indicators of
political stability such as election turnout.
By revealing the links between investment in
youth and a country’s economic growth opportunities and political stability, such a roadmap
can serve as a tool to bridge diverging policy
priorities and promote youth advocacy among
a new set of stakeholders.

Manage expectations and assess
progress
In certain environments, the optimism,
energy, and hope of young people have gone
unanswered by governments or, worse yet,
have been manipulated and abused for the sake
of gaining or maintaining power.20 In our experience, there are at least two needs in play in
these situations: 1)the need to manage youth
expectations, not by overpromising and underdelivering, but with honesty and realism about
the time it will take for certain interventions
and policies to be effective; and 2) the need
for transparent monitoring and evaluation of
progress toward goals, with proactive course

alterations, not punishments, for off-track or
ineffective initiatives.
These needs are especially pertinent in
countries like Tunisia, which has recently
undergone transformative change. One
development practitioner in Tunisia observed
that “[the Arab Spring revolution] has not
been considered as a process, but an event.”21
Communication around the process of systemic change is a key component of managing
youth expectations.

Who is this approach for?
This approach can be leveraged by donors
to collaborate with central and local government counterparts in designing realistic,
well-planned youth roadmaps. Partnering
with development organizations at the outset
will support greater government capacity—
both technical and financial—in designing
data-driven, contextual approaches to youth
programming. The private sector can also use
these data to better understand and enable
sustainable investment in growth industries.
A large and growing youth population potentially provides an adaptive and enthusiastic
workforce capable of developing new skills as
labor needs change, and can ultimately support
the potential long-term profitability of private
investment and public-private partnerships.
Finally, these steps also provide traditional
government youth champions an iterative
tool for intra-governmental collaboration and
future policy development, supplementing
existing tools and data to shape the development and implementation of youth initiatives.
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An iterative path to
youth integration
T

HE well-being of a country’s youth population is not only a component of economic
development, but also a barometer of the country’s long-term prosperity, social cohesion, and
political stability. Demonstrating that investments in youth can augment, instead of drain,
limited resources is likely to generate greater
government interest in youth and the challenges they face.
Indices can serve as an initial benchmark to
begin dialogues around national youth policymaking; however, generating real impact first
requires digging deeper. Stakeholders must
deconstruct the context by speaking to experts
and collecting more specific data; identifying
systemic factors that enable or constrain youth
in their country’s political economy; and pinpointing the key players in the national youth
development ecosystem in order to bolster
their institutional engagement. After capturing
the landscape, policymakers should develop
a roadmap that lays out opportunities for
direct interventions and long-term programming with its youth. A traditional approach
to implementation, however, is insufficient;
stakeholders should work to manage youth
outcome expectations with realistic timelines,
and prioritize monitoring and evaluation to
subsequently assess the efficacy of initiatives.
Evaluation findings can be used to inform
future iterations of the youth roadmap, as well

10

as national economic and education policies,
among others.
The growing need for youth interventions
demands a comprehensive strategy for social,
economic, and civic engagement—one based
on strong political will and prioritization of
country-level initiatives designed to generate
opportunities for youth. This cycle of contextualization, coalition building, planning, and
evaluation can help nations bridge the gap
between information and impact.
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