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Conclusion: Thinking differently about the future

On the current trajectory, the growth in the African labour force will far outstrip the supply of jobs, leaving many of the
continent's citizens dependent on the informal sector for their livelihoods—a sector characterised by low productivity,
income insecurity and lack of social protection. As economic frustrations mount, especially among young people, a
growing number may seek better prospects beyond their national borders, often doing so illegally or through people
smuggling networks. Others may resort to crime or violently agitate for change. The vast majority will struggle to survive.
These conclusions re-emphasise the importance of better health and education, as well as the provision of energy and ICT
infrastructure that can enable leapfrogging and unlock progress in agriculture and manufacturing, which will, in turn,
increase trade and grow employment. Chart 20 provides a summary of key recommendations.

Most additional employment is expected to come from the agriculture and services sectors, given their dominant position
in the sectoral composition of the African economy, followed by growth in the manufacturing sector. Manufacturing, with
its capacity for value addition, technological integration and broad economic impact, offers the largest positive
employment creation impact in both the medium and long term. In line with the work of Nicholas Kaldor, manufacturing
creates a ripple effect throughout the economy, particularly if accompanied by an agricultural revolution. Growth in these
sectors, however, will not be enough, given the rapid increase in Africa’s labour force.

A meaningful reimagining of the future of work in Africa becomes possible only if one views employment in Africa through
the lens of self-employment (much of which occurs within the informal sector), digitisation and the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, and thinks differently about the future of work. With millions of youth entering the labour market each year,
the demand for jobs in Africa is huge and steadily increasing. Yet, the capacity of African countries to absorb this labour
force into productive and sustainable employment is limited. In many cases, Africa’s labour force lacks many of the
purported enablers for rapid job creation. These include adequate healthcare services that ensure a healthy and
productive workforce and the physical infrastructure, such as reliable electricity, transportation, and digital connectivity,
needed to support enterprise growth. Furthermore, many young people lack the educational attainment and skills
required to meet the demands of a modern, dynamic labour market. Without significant investment and reform in these
critical areas, Africa risks missing the potential demographic dividend that its youthful population could offer.

On the Current Path, a rapidly growing cohort of young people in Africa, many of whom are attaining higher levels of
education than previous generations, faces a future marked by limited formal employment prospects. For many, this
means enduring prolonged periods of unemployment or surviving through precarious, low-income work in the informal
sector. Most concerning is that the vast number of Africans who survive in the informal sector will struggle to overcome
the hurdles created by the Fourth Industrial Revolution. This underlines the importance of using digitisation to open new
opportunities for this group, such as access to finance and bringing the informal sector into the mainstream through
productive linkages and by reforming laws and regulations. African governments can harness the potential of digitisation
to formalise and empower portions of the informal economy, thereby empowering ordinary citizens with access to
finance, education, and opportunities. Digitisation can help with the modernisation of agriculture and lift smallholder
farmers out of poverty, but only if governments and leaders are aware of the opportunities it offers and develop effective
digital strategies that support local innovation firms to compete and invest in household electricity (a precondition) and
affordable access to the Internet.

If left unaddressed, this situation has the potential to lead to significant social and political instability. The theme on
Governance deals with the structural drivers of instability, including the combination of youth and unemployment. In a
different context, the group of unemployed youths coincides with the large group of so-called NEETs—Africans not in
education, employment or training. The orientation of education opportunities towards the actual needs within the
economy, particularly vocational training, could help lower the political temperature. In addition, there is the potential for
job creation in agriculture, light manufacturing, modern services, tourism and creative industries.
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What makes this challenge particularly urgent is the increasing connectivity of Africa’s youth. With widespread access to
the Internet and the rapid growth of social media, young Africans are more aware than ever of the disparities between
their lived realities and the opportunities and quality of life enjoyed by their peers in more developed parts of the world. If
the gap between expectations and opportunities continues to widen, it could lead to heightened social discontent,
increased civil unrest, and growing pressure for migration, whether legal or irregular. Addressing this challenge requires
urgent investment in inclusive economic growth, skills development and policies that bridge the divide between education
and employment. Only by responding proactively to the needs and aspirations of its youth can Africa harness their
potential as a powerful driver of transformation rather than risk them becoming a destabilising force.

To harness Al's benefits and mitigate threats, African governments, the private sector and multilateral agencies are
already plotting strategies. The common prescriptions focus on education, training and regulation. Key measures include:

¢ Upskilling the workforce: Massive investment in technical and digital skills is widely advocated. For example, Nigeria’'s
National Al Strategy (NAIS) explicitly aims to equip 70% of youths (ages 16-35, half of them women) with Al-related skills
by 2027. At the continental level, AUDA-NEPAD and organisations such as UNESCO and the ILO emphasise joint
government-business programs for reskilling workers in clerical, technical, and STEM fields.

* Promoting Al-driven entrepreneurship: Strategies often stress the need to develop local Al industries. This includes
funding Al startups, creating research centres and easing regulations. Some governments are providing incubation or
tax incentives for Al applications in healthcare, finance, and agriculture. To that end, large technology firms in Africa are
partnering with universities and governments to establish Al labs and certification programs, particularly in countries
such as Nigeria, Kenya, and Ghana.

* Strengthening digital infrastructure: Reliable electricity and internet, particularly broadband, data centres and rural
connectivity are prerequisites for Al. Rwanda's digital economy initiative (aiming for 100% internet coverage) and similar
efforts in other countries will help lay the groundwork.

* Regulation and social protection: Many African countries are drafting Al policies to ensure fair use. The focus so far has
been on privacy, data governance, and ethical Al. Labour policy must adapt too: some proposals include portable social
insurance for displaced workers, and subsidies for companies that retrain rather than lay off staff. The ILO suggests
integrating Al policy into broader labour and education planning. For example, expanding unemployment insurance and
job transition programs can help smooth the impact of Al-driven shifts.

* Inclusive planning: The World Bank and ILO emphasise broad access to training (not just for elites) and gender-sensitive
programs. Some initiatives target women and rural youth specifically to prevent a “digital hegemony”.

Overall, the adaptation strategy is to transform Al from a threat into a tool—by equipping low-skill workers with Al
competencies, and by creating new industries (such as precision agriculture, fintech, and Al services) that employ Africans.
The case of Kenya's farmers using Al apps exemplifies the upside: improved productivity without displacing human
farmers, but rather enriching their knowledge. If African governments and firms successfully adapt, the long-term
employment outlook could be one of growth and innovation.

As much of Africa’s growth will still come from commodity exports, governments should raise incomes through
commodity value addition and find ways of extending the value chains of capital-intensive projects into the domestic
economy. Furthermore, governments must find ways to enhance productivity and improve working conditions and
regulations to reduce workers' vulnerability. The public sector plays a crucial role in creating jobs for social development,
and through public works programmes, both to improve livelihoods and enhance skills.
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To provide sufficient meaningful work, the continent needs a shift in mindset and policy that would allow a speedier
escape from poverty compared with the slow progress envisioned in the Current Path. Only if African governments can
help create a culture of entrepreneurship will the continent be able to reduce unemployment. Attitudes need to change
from ‘getting an education to get a job’ to ‘getting an education to create jobs and opportunities’. Better skills lead to
better jobs. Even then, such entrepreneurship and self-employment will make only a small contribution to employment
rather than solving the unemployment challenge. It therefore seems inevitable that additional interventions, such as
social grants combined with public work programs, will have to be implemented on a massive scale if Africa is to reduce
extreme poverty and provide the means for survival of a large portion of its population.

Chart 20: Summary of key recommendations
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Recommendations

e Accelerate Manufacturing Growth: Expand labour-intensive industries (like agro-processing
and garments) using industrial parks, SEZs, and incentives to absorb the workforce.

e Enhance Education and SKills: Improve access to quality secondary and vocational training,
focusing on upskilling for a digital economy.

 Strengthen Digital Infrastructure: Use digitisation and digital ID systems to formalise the
economy, increase tax revenue, and improve service delivery.

e Improve Job Quality: Focus on decent work—better wages, working conditions, and protections
in all sectors.

e Close Gender Gaps: Remove barriers to women's participation through education, fertility
reduction, and childcare support.

» Formalise Informal Work: Simplify regulations, improve governance, and increase access to
finance to shift workers and businesses into the formal sector.

e Invest in Health and Education: Build human capital through greater public spending to raise
productivity and long-term growth.

e Harness Urbanisation: Use urban growth to create jobs in services and ICT and expand access to
markets.

» Target Youth Employment: Develop youth-focused policies like job-readiness training,
entrepreneurship support, and NEET interventions.

e Strengthen Institutions: Ensure transparent, stable governance to attract investment and
support private-sector job creation.

* Promote Labour-Intensive Sectors: Focus on sectors like tourism, construction, and
agribusiness for low and semi-skilled employment.

 Anticipate Technological Change: Prepare the workforce for Al and automation by developing
future-ready skills strategies.

e Use Social Protection Schemes: Support the working poor through public works programmes
and targeted social assistance.

e Boost Regional Trade: Implement AfCFTA to grow markets and create jobs across Africa.

e Balance Productivity with Job Creation: Design policies that foster both economic efficiency
and high employment.
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