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This youth-led continental study synthesises findings from a trilogy of interconnected
papers that each delve into critical aspects of youth development in Africa. The
research explores: (1) Meaningful Youth Participation in governance and policymaking;
(2) Youth Entrepreneurship and Green Jobs; and (3) Sexual and Reproductive Health
and Rights (SRHR). Conducted across 14 African countries and implemented by 27
young researchers, the study amplifies diverse youth perspectives gathered through
surveys, focus groups, and key informant interviews. The findings underscore persistent
systemic barriers, financial exclusion, misaligned education systems, sociocultural
stigma, bureaucratic constraints, and political tokenism that impede young people’s
ability to contribute to sustainable development. Key insights reveal strong youth
interest in entrepreneurship as a pathway to economic independence, emerging but
limited awareness of green jobs, widespread myths and stigma hindering SRHR uptake,
and largely symbolic participation in formal decision-making spaces.

The trilogy proposes cross-cutting recommendations: expanding youth-friendly finance
and entrepreneurship education; institutionalising youth representation with
enforceable accountability; scaling comprehensive, culturally sensitive SRHR education
and services; and leveraging digital platforms and intergenerational dialogue to amplify
youth co-creation. These evidence-based recommendations are aligned with the AU–EU
Joint Vision for 2030 and aim to transform youth insights into impactful policy and
programming, recognising young Africans as active co-designers of their futures rather
than passive beneficiaries.

Thus, this paper spotlights youth entrepreneurship, a critical pathway to economic
empowerment for young Africans. For comprehensive insights into related areas,
readers are encouraged to explore the accompanying papers focusing on Meaningful
Youth Participation https://restlessdevelopment.org/?s=research and Sexual and
Reproductive Health and Rights https://restlessdevelopment.org/?s=research, which
together offer a holistic understanding of the challenges and opportunities facing
youth across the continent.

1.Executive Summary 
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This study is a continental youth-led research
initiative that employed a mixed-methods,
participatory design grounded in Restless
Development’s six-step youth-led methodology.
The overarching aim of the research was to
inform advocacy priorities guiding regional and
cross-continental efforts related to the AU-EU
partnership, with a particular focus on
identifying the needs, obstacles, and priorities of
young Africans under the AU-EU Joint Vision for
2030, which emphasises investment, peace,
health, climate action, and youth inclusion
(African Union & European Union, 2022).

A systematic literature review informed the
identification of three key thematic areas:
meaningful youth participation in policymaking,
youth-led entrepreneurship, and sexual and
reproductive health and rights (SRHR). These
areas were selected to address identified gaps
and challenges, and to contribute evidence for
continental Youth Power Hackathons focused on
youth-led accountability, campaigning, and
advocacy.

Overall Objective: To explore the role of
meaningful youth participation in policymaking,
youth-led entrepreneurship, and reproductive
health initiatives in advancing Africa’s
socioeconomic development.

Specific Objectives
Analyse how youth participation in
policymaking and implementation
contributes to socioeconomic development
in African countries.
Investigate the contribution of youth-led
entrepreneurship to economic growth and
diversification.
Examine the influence of cultural and
societal norms on access to and use of
modern contraceptive methods among
young adults.

2. Research Design and Methodology 

Propose strategies to accelerate youth
participation in decision-making on
reproductive health, entrepreneurship, and
public policy for sustainable development.

Data collection occurred across 14 countries,
[1]and was conducted in English, French, and
Arabic to ensure inclusivity and cultural
sensitivity. The research team, comprised of 27
young researchers who co-designed research
instruments, led fieldwork, and ensured
contextual appropriateness throughout the
process. Data collection methods included 98
focus group discussions (n=955), 151 key
informant interviews with civil society
representatives, business leaders, and
healthcare professionals, and 1,463 survey
responses (722 women, 741 men) as indicated by
Figure 1. The targeted age for the research was
15-35 years. 

[1] Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, Tanzania, Tunisia, Uganda,
Zambia, Zimbabwe

Qualitative data were analysed inductively using
NVivo software to identify emergent themes,
while quantitative data were summarised using
descriptive statistics in Excel. Ethical safeguards
were rigorously implemented, including
obtaining informed consent, ensuring
confidentiality, using age-appropriate
approaches, and carefully addressing power
dynamics, particularly in SRHR-related contexts

Figure 1: Survey reach disaggregated by gender 
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While the study acknowledges
limitations such as uneven rural coverage
and its cross-sectional design (which
limits causal inference). Digital data
collection and local partnerships helped
mitigate this gap; the cross-sectional
design limited causal analysis, focusing
instead on associations and trends.
Additional funding would enable broader
geographic representation and
longitudinal exploration. The tri-lingual,
youth-led approach strengthens its
validity by centring lived experiences,
enhancing triangulation, and generating
actionable evidence to inform AU–EU
policy and youth-centred programming.
This approach not only ensures the
inclusion of diverse voices but also
enhances the relevance and applicability
of the findings for policymakers and
stakeholders alike, ultimately
contributing to more effective and
youth-responsive interventions.

Limitations 

4



The youth population in Africa is growing
rapidly, comprising a significant share of the
continent's total population. While this youth
bulge offers incredible potential for economic
growth and social development, African youth
encounter numerous challenges that hinder
their well-being and limit their opportunities for
advancement.

Youth unemployment rates in Africa are among
the highest globally, and many young people
struggle to secure stable, decent-paying jobs. In
Zimbabwe, 28.9% of youth aged 15-35 are
unemployed, and nearly half of youth aged 18-
35 (46%) are actively seeking jobs (World Bank,
2025). Many young people in West Africa enter
the labour market early, often without
completing sufficient education or acquiring
adequate skills, which limits their employment
opportunities and upward mobility (Statista,
2024).

Factors contributing to this challenge include
rapid population growth, inadequate
educational opportunities, and a mismatch
between youth skills and labour market
demands (World Bank, 2020). In addition,
despite progress in expanding access to
education in many African countries, significant
disparities persist, particularly in rural areas and
among traditionally marginalised populations
(Spectator Africa, 2025). Poor infrastructure, a
shortage of qualified teachers, and financial
barriers prevent many youths from accessing
quality education, perpetuating cycles of
poverty and inequality (UNESCO Global
Education Monitoring Report, 2020).

Efforts to avert youth unemployment in Africa
through entrepreneurship have gained
significant momentum as both governments and
the private sector recognise entrepreneurship as
a key solution to job creation and expanded
economic opportunities for young people. The factors influencing these disparities are multifaceted. Economic constraints, limited availability of

contraceptive methods, cultural and religious opposition, and inadequate education about family
planning contribute to low contraceptive use in many regions. Additionally, gender‑based barriers and
societal norms often impede women’s access to and decision‑making autonomy regarding
contraceptive use (Ahinkorah et al., 2020).

Figure 1: Data from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS).

1. Introduction
African youth are increasingly choosing
entrepreneurship over traditional employment,
driven by limited formal job opportunities and
supported by expanding entrepreneurial
ecosystems that provide funding, mentorship,
and training programs tailored to youth needs
(Afybc, 2025).

The AU-EU partnership has actively addressed
youth unemployment by prioritising
entrepreneurship as a key vehicle for sustainable
development. Central to these efforts is the
Africa-Europe Youth Academy (AEYA), which
invests €50 million in formal and informal
learning, leadership skills, and networking for
youth. It includes components promoting youth
mobility, training, mentoring, and youth-led local
events, all aimed at unlocking young people's
potential to become change agents (African
Union, 2025). 

Entrepreneurship is also a vital part of the AU-EU
approach to the green transition. The
partnership supports African entrepreneurs,
startups, and small- and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) developing innovative
solutions in clean energy, sustainable
agriculture, recycling, and other environmentally
friendly sectors, including Oulu in West Africa,
WiseCool in Kenya,[1] and OneGrid Energies
Nigeria[2]. Support comes in the form of
funding, mentorship, business incubation, and
access to European and African markets. By
empowering entrepreneurs, the AU-EU
partnership stimulates local innovation, creates
jobs, and drives community-based solutions
tailored to Africa’s unique challenges and
opportunities (European Commission, 2000).
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This type of initiative helps combat environmental
degradation while providing sustainable
professional opportunities.”

Green jobs are viewed through the lens of
nature-based roles, tech-driven opportunities,
and the circular economy. The innovation-driven
understanding of green jobs was most nuanced
in Tunisia. In focus groups, participants described
green jobs as essential solutions to real-world
environmental problems, highlighting local
initiatives and the shifting role of big
corporations towards sustainability. One female
respondent from Tunisia explained:

"Green startups have become increasingly
essential because of the growing need for
sustainable solutions. These startups address
challenges such as pollution, recycling, and food
waste. Even big companies like Apple are starting
to go green, trying to reduce their electronic
waste. In Tunisia, NGOs and small businesses,
particularly in the fashion sector, are doing
remarkable work. There's even a brand that makes
clothes from cactus-based materials!"

For many, green ventures are platforms for
innovation and social impact. The green
economy was described by a female respondent
from Burundi as;

"The green economy, as I understand it, includes
all economic activities that generate income while
also respecting the environment. It's about
earning a living without causing environmental
harm, and the green economy should go beyond
just avoiding damage; it should also actively
protect and improve the environment."

In rural contexts, youth see green jobs through
the lens of farming and agribusiness. As a male
rural-based respondent from Kenya put it:

Youth entrepreneurship is vital for innovation,
job creation, and economic diversification in
Africa (Agyapong & Boateng, 2017; World Bank,
2020). This study confirms its key role in
innovation-led sustainable development across
14 countries. 

Young people view entrepreneurship as real-
world problem-solving rooted in their everyday
challenges.

"There are problems, and a businessman is
basically someone who sees a problem in society
and finds a way to solve that problem, and
basically, we pay for that person to solve that
problem for us."  Male Respondent, Nigeria.

It's also seen as a means of achieving financial
autonomy. For example, in Cameroon, some
young people describe it as their only pathway
to personal and economic freedom. A female
respondent echoes this statement:

"My understanding of youth entrepreneurship is
that nowadays, youths are trying their best to
create sources of income for themselves. This
could involve selling items around campus, which
can help achieve financial independence. I think
youth entrepreneurship encompasses all the
efforts made by youths to achieve some degree of
financial or economic autonomy." Female
respondent, Cameroon. 

Many youths aim to contribute to the African
economy through sustainable and
environmentally friendly businesses. A
Senegalese male key informant explained;

“Today, several young people are producing paving
stones from plastic or industrial waste. Not only
are they reducing waste accumulation, but they
are also employing young people to manufacture,
transport, and install these paving stones. 

2. Understanding of Youth Entrepreneurship and Green
Jobs 

[2]  Developed solar-powered cold storage units for rural clinics, preserving vaccines and medicines for over 3,000 people
[3] Makers of OnePlastic, a solar lantern made from recycled bottles, enhancing health and livelihoods in rural areas
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What I understand about the green economy is how
we can use agriculture to make money. Anything
dealing with agriculture, how it can bring money to
young people without hurting the environment.

However, youth entrepreneurship, particularly
within the green economy, faces several
challenges that limit its impact.
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Key themes are categorised into five barriers: skills and knowledge gaps, financial barriers,
psychosocial and motivational constraints, social and identity-based exclusion, and structural barriers.

3.  Challenges and Barriers to Youth Entrepreneurship.

Figure 2: Barriers to Entrepreneurship disaggregated by gender

Figure 2 indicates that slightly more young
women lack the capital to venture into business
and fear business failure. The literature suggests
that gender pay gaps and family commitments
may limit women’s wealth accumulation. Legal
rights to property and ownership may also be
restricted in some contexts. Additionally,
financial institutions and investors often require
collateral or matched investments, which women
may struggle to provide, compounded by gender
stereotypes that question women's ability to be
entrepreneurs (Enterprise Research Centre,
2014). This financial barrier often leads women
to choose businesses with lower growth
potential. 

3.1 Financial Barriers
Access to finance emerged as the most widely
cited constraint facing young people seeking to
start or grow their businesses. This finding was
consistently echoed across both qualitative and
quantitative data sources, underscoring the
centrality of funding limitations in youth
entrepreneurship challenges.

In interviews and focus group discussions, young
respondents repeatedly emphasised that the lack
of capital is a fundamental barrier. Many young
people struggle to afford the initial start-up costs,
especially in green enterprises that require
substantial investments in equipment and
infrastructure. These costs are prohibitive,
particularly for those from rural areas or low-
income backgrounds.

Loan access is also severely restricted across the
14 countries. Respondents reported that banks
and other formal financial institutions often
demand collateral or impose strict credit
conditions, which young entrepreneurs, who
typically have little to no assets, are unable to
meet. This has led many youths to perceive that
formal financial systems are not designed with
them in mind.

High costs associated with business certification
and licensing continue to hinder the growth of
enterprises offering green products and services. 
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Grants and public financing mechanisms were
frequently described as highly competitive and
limited in scope. Youth experiences in Burundi
exemplify this limitation through programs such
as "Programme d'Autonomisation Economique et
d'Emploi des Jeunes" (PAEEJ). The PAEEJ, or
Program for the Economic Empowerment and
Employment of Youth, was launched by the
Government of Burundi in April 2021 to combat
youth unemployment. With over 50% of the
population aged 15 to 35 and approximately
400,000 young graduates unemployed, the
program provides vocational training in fields
such as baking, motorcycle mechanics, welding,
and audiovisual production (Data from FGDs). It
also promotes entrepreneurship and aims to
integrate youth into the workforce to boost
economic growth. While beneficial, the
overwhelming demand for the PAEEJ's support
underscores the broader challenge that youths
face in accessing limited, competitive public
resources for financial empowerment.

Sustaining a business can be challenging due to
limited funds for essential services, such as legal
and accounting services. Broader issues, such as
economic instability and inflation, hinder long-
term planning. In Nigeria, poor digital
infrastructure and unreliable payment systems
obstruct operations in the digital economy. In
countries like Zimbabwe, institutional
inefficiencies exacerbate these challenges,
leaving youth frustrated by the lack of
coordinated support from resource allocation
agencies.

Additionally, in countries like Nigeria, young
entrepreneurs in sectors such as renewable
energy have reported being burdened by high
import taxes.  For example, solar panels, which
are categorised under Heading 8501[1], are
subject to import charges, including duties of up
to 10% and Value-Added Tax (VAT). Even though
these businesses address pressing
environmental challenges, the high taxes
effectively erode incentives to innovate.

30% of us say lack of
capital stops us from
starting a business.

29% Identify lack of
funding as our main

challenge in emerging
markets.

These qualitative accounts are supported by the
survey data, which reinforce the dominance of
financial barriers among youth entrepreneurs, as
indicated in Figure 3. The close alignment
between these two figures confirms the strong
role that financial exclusion plays in shaping
youth entrepreneurship outcomes. The data
collectively demonstrate a complex array of
financial constraints that impede not only the
establishment of businesses but also the
sustainability and scalability of youth-led
ventures across the continent.

3.2 Skills and Knowledge Gaps
A critical barrier identified by youth across all 14
countries is the persistent gap in relevant
entrepreneurial skills and knowledge. This
challenge manifests across both traditional
business sectors and emerging fields, such as
green jobs and the gig economy. The research
reveals a significant disconnect between formal
education systems and the practical needs of
entrepreneurship, with only 40% of respondents
reporting that their education adequately
prepared them for business ventures (see Figure
4). 

Figure 3: Barriers to youth entrepreneurs

[4] "Heading 8501" refers to electric motors and generators, including photovoltaic generators (solar panels) that convert
sunlight into electrical energy. Such items often include additional equipment like controllers or inverters to supply usable
power directly to devices or systems
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I believe we should incorporate more practical experiences into every subject
that is essential for starting a business. Instead of focusing excessively on
theory and reading, we should emphasise practical applications and real-life
examples. For instance, having a simulated shop or a mock company could
provide us with a better understanding of what it's truly like to run a business.
By emphasising practical aspects, we would be better prepared to think
critically when we enter the real world.

Figure 4: Education as a means to prepare young people for entrepreneurship (Survey data)

A critical barrier is the
persistent gap in relevant
entrepreneurial skills and
knowledge. The research
reveals a significant
disconnect between formal
education systems and the
practical needs of
entrepreneurship, as one
Zimbabwean male respondent
emphasised.

This skills gap represents a
fundamental constraint on
youth entrepreneurship,
limiting both business
creation and sustainability
across diverse economic
sectors.

Another finding from this
research is the knowledge 
gap among young individuals concerning emerging green jobs and evolving markets. The data indicate
that only 17% of the sampled youth are aware of opportunities in green jobs and changing markets, as
illustrated by Figure 5.

Figure 5:  A gender comparison of familiarity with emerging markets (Survey data).

Figure 5 also highlights significant gender differences in self-reported familiarity with green job
opportunities in emerging markets. Male respondents show higher familiarity, with 10% "very familiar"
and 18% "somewhat familiar," for a total of 28%. In contrast, 7% of female respondents are "very
familiar" and 16% "somewhat familiar," totalling 23%. Additionally, women are nearly twice as likely as
men to be "not very familiar" with these opportunities (14% vs. 8%). This indicates a gender gap in
awareness of green job prospects, suggesting women may face greater informational barriers in
accessing opportunities in the green economy.
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Moreover, language barriers further compound
skills and knowledge gaps. In countries like
Burundi, the prevalence of business resources
and support documents written mainly in French
or English has the unintended effect of
excluding rural or less educated youth from
accessing crucial information and support
systems, since they mostly understand their
native language, Kirundi.

The absence of mentorship also emerged. Youth
noted the lack of access to experienced business
mentors or networks, especially within the green
economy, leaving them without critical guidance
on identifying market opportunities or
navigating early-stage business challenges.

Figure 6: Barriers to starting a business in emerging
markets, Survey data

The survey data strongly amplify the qualitative insights. When asked about barriers to starting a
business in emerging markets, responses are summarised in Figure 6. Rather than identifying a single
dominant issue, the findings illuminate a broader structural challenge. 

Young individuals are entering entrepreneurial environments without the essential foundational skills,
contextual knowledge, or support systems requisite for success. The interplay of skill shortages, limited
access to practical guidance, and the lack of mentorship frameworks constitutes a cumulative barrier
that restricts youth entrepreneurship across the continent.

3.3 Structural and Institutional Barriers
The research revealed that the regulatory and
institutional environment poses significant
challenges for young entrepreneurs. Many
youths described the process of starting a
business as slowed by bureaucratic inefficiencies,
citing delays in licensing and approvals from
agencies, with the Burundi Development Agency
being a typical example. These procedural
hurdles increase the time and cost of launching
ventures, discouraging many from formalising
their businesses.

Poor infrastructure, including frequent electricity
outages and unreliable transportation,
frequently disrupts business operations,
especially for those involved in green product
supply chains, where consistent supply and
logistics are crucial. 

Examples mentioned included organic farming,
waste collection and recycling, compost
distribution, and sustainable packaging initiatives,
all of which rely heavily on timely transportation
and reliable access to energy to maintain product
quality and operational flow. Moreover, informal
youth-led businesses often face legal obstacles and
lack official recognition, limiting their ability to
access formal financial support or scale effectively.

Survey findings in Figure 7 indicate unfavourable
policies and strict regulations, as 16% of
respondents identified unfavourable business
policies as a primary barrier to starting a business,
and 16% pointed to government regulations as a
key challenge in emerging markets. 
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One young Nigerian male captured this layered frustration, particularly in the digital and e-commerce
space, stating:

“It’s hard, it’s almost as if everything is working against us, mostly as Nigerians.”

This pattern underscores the systemic and interconnected nature of challenges in youth
entrepreneurship. 

 

The percentages indicate that nearly one in six
young entrepreneurs perceive policy and
regulation as major impediments. 

This alignment between bureaucratic obstacles
and weak policy highlights a critical gap. Despite
policies ostensibly aimed at supporting youth
entrepreneurship, many young people
experience these frameworks as restrictive
rather than enabling. The findings suggest that
institutional support mechanisms lack the
responsiveness and efficiency needed to meet
the dynamic needs of youth-led startups,
particularly in emerging sectors such as green
entrepreneurship.

Figure 7: Challenges being faced by young people in
starting businesses

3.4 Motivational Constraints and Lack of Trust
Even in contexts where opportunities and resources are present, a lack of trust and motivational
factors continue to limit youth engagement in entrepreneurship. The qualitative data reveal that many
young people are held back by low confidence and emotional fatigue stemming from systemic
challenges.

Youth across the 14 countries often fear failure, as indicated by 20% of respondents, primarily due to
the financial risks of starting a business. The potential loss of limited resources and the fear of public
embarrassment deter them from pursuing entrepreneurial ventures. This fear is intensified by a lack
of local role models and success stories, making it hard for young individuals to view entrepreneurship
as a viable or appealing option.

Arguably, external systemic barriers deeply influence these motivational and trust constraints. A
widespread perception of weak institutional support and ineffective policies significantly demotivates
youth entrepreneurs across the 14 countries. Young people deemed current government policies as
ineffective in supporting youth entrepreneurship; only 11% of respondents rated them as “very
effective”, as indicated by Figure 8. 
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The factors influencing these disparities are multifaceted. Economic constraints, limited availability of
contraceptive methods, cultural and religious opposition, and inadequate education about family
planning contribute to low contraceptive use in many regions. Additionally, gender‑based barriers and
societal norms often impede women’s access to and decision‑making autonomy regarding
contraceptive use (Ahinkorah et al., 2020).

Figure 1: Data from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS).

3.5 Social and Identity-Based Exclusion

Social identity and cultural norms create additional barriers to youth entrepreneurship, particularly for
young women. They often face discrimination when accessing credit, negotiating deals, and working in
male-dominated fields such as construction and renewable energy. These biases diminish their
confidence and limit their opportunities, making it more challenging to start or sustain businesses.

Youth with disabilities also experience exclusion due to inaccessible infrastructure and limited
inclusion in mainstream entrepreneurship programs. Their needs are often overlooked, leaving them
without adequate support or resources to participate meaningfully in the business space.

Cultural and familial expectations further discourage entrepreneurship. In many communities,
business is not seen as a viable career path. Youth consistently reported feeling pressured to pursue
academic degrees rather than business ventures, leading to a lack of encouragement and support
from their families during the early stages of entrepreneurship.

These barriers highlight how social exclusion, gender norms, and cultural perceptions continue to
shape and constrain youth entrepreneurship.

Figure 8: Effectiveness of Government Policies in Supporting Youth Entrepreneurship (Survey data)

This lack of trust in
government efforts
reinforces a sense of

abandonment and
discourages

entrepreneurial risk-
taking.
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