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Abstract 

This background paper examines the critical issue of how to enhance digital skills among youth who are 
not in employment, education, or training (NEET) in Africa to prevent approximately 72 million young 
people (two-thirds of whom are young women) from being marginalized in a global economy rapidly 
undergoing a digital transformation. 
 
First, it evaluates the current digital proficiency of the region’s NEET population and identifies substantial 
structural barriers that contribute to widening digital disparities. Subsequently, the paper explores the 
transformative potential of digital skills in boosting employability, fostering entrepreneurship, and 
enabling broader participation in socioeconomic life. 
 
Crucially, it then proposes scalable, cost-effective strategies, including public-private partnerships, 
mobile-first education initiatives, and community-based training programs.  
 
These approaches are assessed for their practicality (cost effectiveness and scalability) and for their 
potential to equip Africa’s NEET youth with the necessary digital competencies. If adopted at scale, these 
competencies can enable young people to join the economic mainstream and help translate Africa’s 
demographic potential into widespread social and economic gains. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In an era when digitalization is reshaping industries, education, and economies, the need to equip young 
people with digital skills is more pressing than ever. Nowhere is this challenge more acute than in Africa, 
where approximately 72 million youth fall into the category of “not in employment, education, or training” 
(NEET). Their exclusion from the opportunities afforded by a rapidly digitalizing global economy threatens 
to further entrench socioeconomic marginalization, especially for young women, who constitute two-
thirds of Africa’s NEET population. 
 
To assess the scale and nature of the digital skills gap among Africa’s NEET youth, this study employs a 
range of secondary data sources, including labor market statistics, education surveys, and reports on 
digital inclusion. The analysis draws upon data sets from both national and regional bodies, complemented 
by insights from global organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) and UNESCO. 
These sources provide a detailed understanding of current digital proficiency levels and expose structural 
barriers that inhibit access to digital education and skills development. 
 
In light of these challenges, this paper proposes evidence-based strategies aimed at enhancing the digital 
competencies of NEET youth. It focuses on scalable and cost-effective solutions, including public-private 
partnerships, mobile-first education initiatives, and community-based training programs. These strategies 
are evaluated for their practicality, feasibility, and potential to integrate Africa’s youth into the digital 
economy so that they can contribute meaningfully to the continent's socioeconomic development. 
 
By equipping NEET youth with digital skills, the region has the opportunity not only to address youth 
unemployment but also to convert into a demographic dividend and create a more inclusive and dynamic 
economy. The findings and recommendations presented in this paper are intended to guide policy makers 
and stakeholders toward actionable solutions that can mitigate digital inequalities and foster long-term, 
sustainable growth. 
 
1.1 Defining “Digital Skills” 
 
Assessing digital skills is a complex task, and there is no universally agreed-upon method of doing it (Misra 
2022). Typically, estimates of digital skills come from three sources: self-assessment, task-based computer 
tests, and indirect signs like owning certain devices or having specific levels of education. 
 
Each of these approaches has limitations. Sharp (2022) critiques self-assessment methods, noting that 
individuals often misjudge their abilities, leading to unreliable data. Studies show that women frequently 
underestimate their digital competencies compared to men, even when their skills are comparable 
(Hargittai and Shafer 2006; Schumacher and Morahan-Martin, 2001). Task-based tests often focus too 
narrowly on “computer skills,” missing the mark by overlooking competencies related to mobile 
technology, which is increasingly important in African contexts. Indirect measures like smartphone 
ownership or education levels do not necessarily indicate proficiency (Bashir and Miyamoto 2020). 
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For this paper, we adopt a working definition of digital skills based on the framework established by the 
International Finance Corporation (IFC/LEK 2019). Their framework conceptualizes digital skills as existing 
along a spectrum: 
 
Basic digital skills: Foundational abilities for performing everyday tasks, such as using hardware, software, 
and basic online functions. 
 
Intermediate digital skills: Skills enabling individuals to use technology for more meaningful work-related 
tasks, evolving with advancements in technology. 
 
Advanced digital skills: Specialized competencies in emerging technologies like artificial intelligence (AI), 
big data, and cybersecurity, required by professionals in fields such as computer programming and 
network management. 
 
Table 1 illustrates how digital skills at different levels can be applied across three major sectors: agriculture, 
industry, and services. 
 
As Sub-Saharan Africa’s economy evolves, the demand for digital skills is expected to grow faster than in 
other global markets (IFC/LEK 2019); however, significant gaps persist in intermediate and advanced digital 
skills. It is estimated that by 2030, over 230 million jobs in Sub-Saharan Africa will require digital skills; this 
represents nearly 650 million training opportunities. 
 
This mismatch between supply and demand for digital skills at all levels poses a critical challenge. Although 
basic digital literacy is becoming more common, especially with the proliferation of mobile phone usage, 
there remains a substantial gap in the availability of intermediate and advanced skills, which are necessary 
to meet the needs of an increasingly digitalized economy. Addressing these gaps through targeted training 
programs and initiatives will be essential for Sub-Saharan Africa to capitalize on the digital revolution and 
prepare its workforce for the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3 
 

Table 1.1. Digital Skills Examples 
 

Level of 

digital skill 

Sector Task types Examples 

Basic digital 

skills 

Agriculture Internet research, mobile 

communication 

Farmers using government websites to check crop prices 

or using social media apps like WhatsApp to share 

information 
 

Industry Online communication, e-

learning 

Workers sharing work updates via messaging apps or 

watching online tutorials for tool operation 
 

Services Online banking, 

communication with clients 

Small businesses accessing banking portals, or ride-

sharing drivers using apps and online maps 

Intermediate 

digital skills 

Agriculture Use of simple spreadsheets, 

basic financial tools 

Farmers tracking income and expenses using financial 

software 
 

Industry Professional software usage Engineers using AutoCAD, or workers managing projects 

with specialized software 
 

Services Digital marketing, website 

design 

Small business owners designing websites to attract 

customers 

Advanced 

digital skills 

Agriculture Big data analytics, 

automation 

Data analysts leveraging big data for crop yield 

predictions, or engineers developing robots 
 

Industry Computer programming, 

network management 

Specialists using robotics in manufacturing or running 

computer simulations 
 

Services Cloud computing, machine 

learning 

Developers building AI-powered applications or 

animators using software for film production 

 
Source: Adapted from IFC/LEK (2019). 
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2. Current Proficiency Levels 
 
The availability of reliable data on digital skills in Sub-Saharan Africa is limited, making it difficult to assess 
the full extent of the region’s digital divide, especially for NEET youth. Studies such as Silver and Johnson’s 
(2018) report on “Internet Connectivity in Sub-Saharan Africa” offer valuable insights but are often 
restricted to a handful of countries; for instance, their study found that smartphone ownership in the 
region ranged from 13 percent in Tanzania to 51 percent in South Africa. However, these data are not 
representative of the entire region (and are already outdated); large gaps persist in our understanding of 
the digital landscape across all Sub-Saharan African countries. 
 
Reports like the Digital Skills Toolkit published by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) reveal 
a wide disparity in digital skills between developed and developing countries1. In poorer developing 
countries, only 19 percent of the population possesses basic digital skills, compared to 65 percent in 
developed countries. These basic skills (such as using a keyboard, managing files, and conducting simple 
online tasks) are essential for participation in today’s digital economy. The disparity between developing 
and developed countries is even wider for more advanced, job-ready skills like desktop publishing or digital 
marketing. 
 
The World Bank’s Demand for Digital Skills in Sub-Saharan Africa report (2021) also highlights the uneven 
distribution of digital proficiency across sectors. For instance, in Kenya, 40–45 percent of the workforce in 
the service sector has some digital skills, but in Mozambique, this figure drops to just 20–25 percent. 
Across all five countries examined in the study, no more than 30 percent of the workforce had digital skills, 
suggesting how widespread lack of digital capabilities is across the region. 
 
The Network Readiness Index (NRI) also provides valuable insights into digital readiness across 31 Sub-
Saharan African countries, assessing factors such as internet usage, digital skills, and gender gaps. Notably, 
countries like South Africa, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire and Botswana rank higher in digital skills, while many 
others, such as Chad and Burkina Faso, perform poorly2. The NRI data also reveal significant gender 
disparities, with men generally having greater access to and use of digital technologies than women. This 
gap is particularly evident in countries like Uganda, where female internet usage is far lower than male 
(UNESCO 2019). 
 
As noted earlier, notwithstanding the increasing prevalence of mobile phones, especially smartphones, 
the mere ownership of these devices does not guarantee digital proficiency. In many cases, youth are using 
their phones primarily for social and entertainment purposes rather than acquiring valuable digital skills 
that could enhance their employability. A Pew survey conducted by Silver and Johnson (2018) showed that 
only about one-third of mobile phone users in Sub-Saharan Africa use their phones to look up information, 

 
1 https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Digital-Inclusion/Youth-and-Children/Pages/Digital-Skills-Toolkit.aspx 
2 The complete list of countries and the dataset can be found here: https://networkreadinessindex.org/   

https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Digital-Inclusion/Youth-and-Children/Pages/Digital-Skills-Toolkit.aspx
https://networkreadinessindex.org/
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while a vast majority engage in nonproductive digital activities. Targeted training programs are needed to 
help NEET youth transition from basic to more advanced digital skills. 
 
Moreover, foundational issues such as literacy and numeracy further hinder digital skills acquisition. Sub-
Saharan Africa has the highest proportion of children and adolescents who have not achieved minimum 
levels in mathematics (84 percent) and reading (88 percent) (UNESCO 2017). As a consequence, digital 
literacy programs aimed at NEET youth must also address these fundamental educational deficiencies. 
 
Gender and geographical disparities also exacerbate the digital divide. Young women and rural youth face 
additional barriers, ranging from limited access to digital infrastructure to societal norms that restrict their 
opportunities for digital learning. In Kampala and Nairobi, for example, a 2019 study found that only 20–
21 percent of women used the internet, compared to 57–61 percent of men (UNESCO 2019). These 
numbers are likely to be significantly lower in parts of rural Uganda and Kenya. Youth with disabilities face 
even more profound challenges, with inadequate access to accessible technology and specialized training 
programs. Without targeted interventions, these marginalized groups risk being left further behind in an 
increasingly digital world. 
 
Ultimately, the lack of comprehensive and up-to-date data on digital proficiency, especially among NEET 
youth, represents a significant challenge. Outdated studies fail to capture the rapidly evolving nature of 
digital technologies (particularly since the advent of AI), and the new skills required to navigate the digital 
economy. This data gap keeps policymakers, educators, and stakeholders from designing effective, 
targeted interventions. As technology continues to advance, there is an urgent need for more robust and 
current data to guide the development of programs that equip Africa’s NEET youth with the digital skills 
they need to thrive in the modern economy. 
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3. Barriers to Access 
 
Several barriers hinder the development of digital skills among NEET youth in Africa face several barriers 
to the development of their digital skills; these barriers exacerbate the digital divide and limit youth their 
participation in the digital economy. 
 
Infrastructure Deficits: Access to digital skills is limited by significant infrastructure challenges. In many 
rural areas and low-income urban settlements, electricity is unreliable, broadband access is limited, and 
internet costs are high. A lack of access to devices like computers and smartphones further restricts 
opportunities for digital learning.  The ITU reported that less than 40% percent of individuals in Africa use 
the internet; rates are even lower in some countries such as Tanzania (ITU 2022). Despite infrastructure 
improvements, digital literacy remains a critical barrier to leveraging mobile internet access in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (GSMA 2021). 
 
Device Affordability: While smartphones have become more common, computers remain prohibitively 
expensive for most households. Schmidt and Stork (2008) reported that only 14.8 percent of households 
in South Africa owned computers, and just 4.8 percent had internet access. Although smartphones support 
basic digital activities such as browsing and social media, computers are essential for more advanced tasks, 
including programming, graphic design, and software development. In 2019, the cost of 1 GB of mobile 
internet in Africa averaged 10.5 percent of monthly per capita gross national income, far exceeding the 
United Nations Broadband Commission’s recommended target of 2 percent3. Addressing the affordability 
of both devices and internet access is critical for expanding digital learning opportunities. 
 
Educational Gaps: Educational inequities also contribute to digital exclusion. Only 50 percent of African 
countries include computer skills in their school curricula, compared to 85 percent of countries globally. 
NEET youth, especially, face compounded challenges, because of their low foundational literacy and 
numeracy. Without access to formal schooling, many NEET youth miss out on structured learning 
environments that offer systematic digital literacy instruction. 
 
Gender Bias: Women and girls face additional barriers to developing digital skills due to the intersection 
of digital, rural, and gender divides. Cultural norms, safety concerns, and societal expectations often limit 
their access to digital technologies and training. As reported in the previous section, girls are less likely 
than boys to own mobile phones, computers, or social media accounts. Furthermore, they are more likely 
to experience online harassment, which discourages their participation in digital spaces. These gendered 
disparities, exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, underscore the need for interventions to support 
young women specifically in acquiring digital skills. 
 

 
3 https://www.broadbandcommission.org/advocacy-targets/2-
affordability/#:~:text=By%202025%2C%20entry%2Dlevel%20broadband,in%20achieving%20meaningful%20univers
al%20connectivity  

https://www.broadbandcommission.org/advocacy-targets/2-affordability/#:%7E:text=By%202025%2C%20entry%2Dlevel%20broadband,in%20achieving%20meaningful%20universal%20connectivity
https://www.broadbandcommission.org/advocacy-targets/2-affordability/#:%7E:text=By%202025%2C%20entry%2Dlevel%20broadband,in%20achieving%20meaningful%20universal%20connectivity
https://www.broadbandcommission.org/advocacy-targets/2-affordability/#:%7E:text=By%202025%2C%20entry%2Dlevel%20broadband,in%20achieving%20meaningful%20universal%20connectivity
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Disability Considerations: Youth with disabilities face significant barriers to digital skills development 
when educational and digital initiatives lack inclusive practices in. Many children with disabilities are 
excluded from formal schooling at higher rates than their peers without disabilities (Bost and Riccomini 
[2006], Zablocki and Krezmien [2012]), and digital tools that accommodate their needs, such as screen 
readers and alternative input devices, are often lacking. The high cost of assistive technologies further 
compounds this issue, excluding individuals with disabilities from fully participating in digital learning 
opportunities. In families where financial resources are limited, the lack of accessible digital tools and 
training programs remains a major obstacle to inclusion. 
 
Addressing these barriers requires comprehensive strategies that go beyond simply providing technology. 
Efforts must include improving infrastructure, reducing the cost of devices, integrating digital skills into 
education, and addressing gender- and disability-related challenges. By addressing these barriers, we 
unlock the potential for digital skills to act as a transformative force, particularly for NEET youth, 
empowering them to overcome socioeconomic challenges and to participate actively in the digital 
economy—a theme explored in the next section.   
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4. The Impact of Digital Skills on NEET Youth 
 
Globally, youth unemployment rates remain the highest of any age group (Global Employment Rate by 
Age 2024, n.d.).4 Within this group, undereducated youth struggle the most, as they are more likely to be 
out of employment or engaged in non-standard jobs (part-time or temporary) compared to their highly 
educated peers (Carcillo et al. 2015). Even when employed, they face greater challenges in maintaining 
stable employment (OECD 2014). Over the years, the number of young people classified as NEET (Not in 
Education, Employment, or Training) has grown, with 1 in 5 youth globally falling into this category (O’Dell 
2024). 
 
NEET youth often come from socially and economically disadvantaged backgrounds, and their prolonged 
unemployment can have long-term consequences beyond immediate financial hardship. These include 
generational poverty and increased social inequality (Carcillo et al. 2015). High proportions of NEET youth 
can also negatively affect national productivity and economic growth (Cáceres 2021). Furthermore, studies 
indicate that early unemployment experiences can lead to lower future earnings (Gregg & Tominey 2005; 
Mroz and Savage 2006) and a higher likelihood of future unemployment (Gregg 2001; Doiron and Gørgens 
2008; Schmillen and Umkehrer 2013; Möller and Umkehrer 2014). 
 
Given the significant barriers that NEET youth face in finding employment, digital skills offer a powerful 
opportunity to break this cycle of exclusion (Hamdan et al. 2024). Evidence shows that countries with 
lower NEET rates tend to have higher levels of digital skills among their youth populations (Madej-Kurzawa, 
Pieczarka, and Węgrzyn 2021). In today’s digital age, digital inclusion expands opportunities for NEET youth 
by increasing their ability to perform work-related tasks, ultimately improving their employability and 
economic outcomes (Chauke 2024). 
 
Equipping NEET youth with digital competencies can open pathways to enhanced employability, 
entrepreneurship, and active participation in social and economic life. Empowering these young people 
with digital tools is not only a strategy for individual upliftment but also a critical step toward building a 
more inclusive and equitable society (Hamdan et al. 2024). 
 

4.1 Economic Empowerment 
 
Potential for Online/Remote Work: Acquiring digital skills enables NEET youth to engage in online and 
remote work, which offers flexibility and access to global job markets without the need for migration. Gig 
economy platforms allow youth to offer services ranging from graphic design to virtual assistance, 
expanding their employment opportunities. Research shows that remote work can transfer economic 
activity from more expensive regions to less expensive ones (Ozimek 2020), making it particularly 

 
4 Global employment rate by age 2024. (n.d.). Statista. Retrieved June 23, 2024, from 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1337137/global-employment-rate-age/ 
 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1337137/global-employment-rate-age/
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beneficial in areas with limited local employment opportunities (Kahn 2022). Additionally, NEET youth 
engaged in remote work can contribute to their families’ financial independence through remittances 
(Hamdan et al. 2024). Gaining digital skills can enhance their resilience in the labor market and open better 
employment opportunities (Zamfir & Aldea 2020). 
 
Entrepreneurial Opportunities: Digital entrepreneurship has emerged as a significant driver of economic 
growth and job creation in Africa (UNDP 2023). With access to digital tools and platforms, NEET youth can 
start and scale businesses with relatively low capital investment. E-commerce platforms and social media 
offer opportunities for youth entrepreneurs to reach broader markets where they can promote their 
products or services. Furthermore, digital skills enable innovation, allowing young people to develop 
solutions to local challenges, contributing to both community development and economic resilience. 
 

4.2 Social Development 
 
Fostering Online Communities and Social Engagement: Digital proficiency helps NEET youth connect with 
online communities, fostering social networks that provide emotional support and opportunities for 
personal and professional growth. These online interactions can enhance their sense of belonging and 
offer access to valuable networks (Neagu et al. 2021). 
 
Participation in Civic Life: Digital skills also facilitate greater civic participation. NEET youth can engage in 
online advocacy, access government services, and participate in digital platforms that promote 
transparency and accountability (Zhang et al. 2024). Increased digital literacy allows them to play a more 
active role in civic processes, contributing to their own empowerment and fostering a more engaged 
citizenry. 
 

4.3 Personal Growth 
 
Improved Problem Solving and Critical Thinking: Navigating digital environments involves the ability to 
troubleshoot technical issues and leverage online resources. These analytic and solutions-oriented skills 
are transferable across various aspects of life and work, contributing to overall personal development. 
Evidence further showed that information literacy and data literacy contribute to the psychological 
empowerment of the individual (Deja et al. 2024). 
 
Heightened Self-Confidence and Sense of Agency: Studies have observed that digital technology use 
positively influences self-concept and self-esteem (Jackson et al. 2010). Mastering digital skills can 
significantly boost the self-confidence of NEET youth (Khampirat 2021). The ability to competently use 
digital tools and navigate online platforms instils a sense of accomplishment and self-efficacy. This 
newfound confidence could motivate youth to pursue further learning opportunities. 
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The acquisition of digital skills holds transformative potential for NEET youth in Africa. Investing in digital 
skills will not only empower young people economically and socially; it will also lay the foundation for a 
resilient generation capable of driving Africa’s socioeconomic development forward.  
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5. Strategies for Bridging the Divide at Scale  
 

5.1 Public-Private Partnerships 
 
In the context of Africa, where resource constraints, institutional limitations, and demographic challenges 
present significant barriers to socioeconomic development, bridging the digital divide for NEET youth 
necessitates innovative strategies that can be implemented at scale. Public-private partnerships (PPPs) 
emerge as a pivotal approach, leveraging the complementary strengths of governments, nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), and technology companies to address complex challenges and unlock opportunities 
for sustainable growth (ADB 2015).  
 
PPPs hold particular importance in Africa, where traditional education systems often struggle to meet the 
needs of rapidly growing population. They offer a dynamic framework for mobilizing resources, recruiting 
expertise, and fostering collaboration among diverse stakeholders to drive youth empowerment and 
digital skills development initiatives.  
 
Governments in many African countries face budgetary constraints and competing priorities that limit 
their ability to invest adequately in education and skill development initiatives (Dutta et al. 2023). PPPs 
enable governments to leverage private sector resources, expertise, and innovation to amplify the impact 
of their interventions. 
 
NGOs and technology companies bring specialized knowledge, technical expertise, and innovative 
solutions to the table, complementing the regulatory and administrative capabilities of governments 
(Dutta et al. 2023). For example, NGOs often possess grassroots insights and community networks that 
can inform the design and delivery of targeted interventions for NEET youth.  
 
Collaboration between governments, NGOs, and tech companies allows for the pooling of resources, 
sharing of best practices, and coordination of efforts to maximize impact. By aligning their strengths and 
resources, stakeholders can overcome silos and deliver comprehensive solutions addressing the 
multifaceted challenges faced by NEET youth (UNICEF 2021). 
 
PPPs also can promote inclusivity and equity by ensuring that digital skills initiatives reach marginalized 
and underserved populations. NGOs, with their deep-rooted connections within communities, facilitate 
community engagement and culturally relevant programming. By fostering collaborative partnerships, 
governments, NGOs, and tech companies can create sustainable models for delivering digital skills training. 
An illustrative example is the Generation Unlimited (GenU) initiative which brings together governments, 
CEOs, foundations, and civic leaders to forge innovative collaborations with young people at the center. 
With a focus on digital skills acquisition. GenU aims to connect millions of young people in Africa to quality 
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education, training, and employment opportunities by 2030, ensuring long-term resilience and prosperity 
(GenU n.d.).5 
 

5.2 Mobile-First Approaches  
 
Mobile-first approaches play a crucial role in reaching NEET youth, who often face barriers to accessing 
traditional education and skills development opportunities. For marginalized and vulnerable populations, 
including refugees, internally displaced persons, and those living in remote or underserved areas, mobile 
devices serve as lifelines to education, offering a gateway to learning, regardless of physical location or 
institutional infrastructure. 
 
By leveraging mobile technology, organizations and initiatives can reach NEET youth where they are, 
providing them with access to digital skills training, educational resources, and support services tailored 
to their needs and circumstances. Mobile-first approaches enable flexible and personalized learning 
experiences, accommodating the diverse learning styles, preferences, and constraints of NEET youth, who 
may be juggling familial responsibilities, economic pressures, or other challenges. 
 
Moreover, mobile-first approaches empower NEET youth to take ownership of their learning journey, 
offering them the autonomy and agency to pursue education and skills development at their own pace 
and convenience. Through interactive and engaging content delivered via mobile devices, youth can 
acquire essential digital skills, expand their knowledge base, and unlock new opportunities for personal 
growth, social mobility, and economic empowerment (UNICEF 2021).  
 
In essence, mobile-first approaches hold the potential to break down barriers to education and skills 
development, reaching NEET youth and marginalized populations where traditional interventions fall 
short.  
 
In recent years, the proliferation of mobile technology has revolutionized education and skills 
development, particularly in regions with high mobile phone penetration such as Africa. The impact of 
mobile-first approaches in empowering youth through digital skills development, can be seen in innovative 
programs, platforms, and initiatives that leverage the ubiquity of mobile devices to bridge the digital 
divide.  
 
The Mobile Leap program, spearheaded by the International Labour Organization (ILO), is a pioneering 
initiative equipping young individuals with essential digital skills while fostering personal and professional 
development. Grounded in the recognition of the pivotal role of digital literacy in navigating the modern 
workplace, this peer-led training program harnesses the power of smartphones to empower youth to 
embrace the opportunities presented by the digital economy (ILO 2023).  
 

 
5 GenU, n.d. Solutions and Promising Ideas Book. https://www.generationunlimited.org/media/906/file  

https://www.generationunlimited.org/media/906/file
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At the heart of the program is a comprehensive curriculum that covers a wide range of digital 
competencies, including internet navigation, digital communication, basic coding, and online 
collaboration. Through interactive sessions, hands-on activities, and real-world projects, participants 
acquire technical skills and cultivate the skills in critical thinking, problem solving, and teamwork that are 
essential for success in the digital age.  
 
One of the defining features of the Mobile Leap program is its peer-led approach, which fosters a 
collaborative and supportive learning environment. By engaging participants as co-facilitators and 
mentors, the program cultivates a sense of ownership and empowerment among youth, encouraging 
active participation and knowledge sharing. Moreover, the peer-led model promotes social cohesion and 
community building, enabling participants to learn from each other’s experiences and perspectives.  
 
The success of the Mobile Leap program extends to its impact on participants’ lives and communities. By 
equipping youth with digital skills and fostering a mindset of lifelong learning, the program empowers 
them to pursue opportunities in the digital economy, ranging from employment and entrepreneurship to 
civic engagement and social innovation. Furthermore, the program catalyzes broader socioeconomic 
development, driving innovation, productivity, and inclusive growth in communities across Africa.  
 
In Uganda, Educate!’s VIP Virtual Bootcamp exemplifies the transformative potential of mobile technology 
in delivering remote entrepreneurship training to young people in vulnerable situations. Amid the 
challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the program successfully pivoted its in-person training 
model to a virtual format, using mobile phones as a primary medium of instruction (UNICEF 2021).  
 
Through innovative approaches such as conference calls, SMS-based content delivery, and virtual 
mentorship sessions, the VIP Virtual Bootcamp provides participants with access to high-quality 
entrepreneurship training that is tailored to their needs and circumstances. From business planning and 
financial management to marketing and digital literacy, the program equips youth with the knowledge, 
skills, and resources necessary to launch and sustain their ventures in an increasingly digitized world.  
 
By embracing mobile-first approaches, Educate!'s VIP Virtual Bootcamp overcomes traditional barriers to 
education and skills development, including geographical constraints, resource limitations, and disruptions 
caused by emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, the program exemplifies the potential 
of mobile technology to democratize access to education and empower marginalized youth to pursue 
economic opportunities and realize their full potential. 
 
In addition to specific programs, many mobile learning platforms and solutions are revolutionizing 
education and skills development by offering accessible, flexible, and personalized learning experiences 
tailored to the needs of diverse learners. These platforms leverage the ubiquity of mobile devices to deliver 
interactive, multimedia-rich content; engage learners through gamification and social learning features; 
and provide real-time feedback and assessment. 
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Among the notable mobile learning platforms is the Learning Passport, a joint initiative by UNICEF and 
Microsoft aimed at providing young people, including those in forcibly displaced populations, with access 
to quality education and opportunities for skills development. Available online and soon offline, the 
Learning Passport offers a wide range of courses, resources, and tools designed to enhance learners' 
academic achievement, employability, and socioeconomic empowerment (UNICEF 2021).  
 
Furthermore, microlearning platforms such as Cell-Ed and Funzi deliver bite-sized, interactive lessons 
directly to mobile devices, catering to learners’ busy schedules and diverse learning preferences. By 
breaking down complex concepts into digestible modules and incorporating gamification elements, these 
platforms enhance learner engagement, retention, and application of knowledge in real-world contexts 
(UNICEF 2021).  
 

5.3 Community-based Training Centers 
 
Community-based training centers serve as inclusive hubs for NEET youth, offering them access to 
essential resources such as reliable internet connection, internet-enabled devices, and mentorship 
opportunities. For marginalized youth, including those from rural or underserved areas, these centers 
provide a lifeline to digital skills training, employment opportunities, and socioeconomic empowerment. 
 
Moreover, community-based training centers create a conducive learning environment where youth can 
collaborate, innovate, and learn from each other’s experiences. By fostering a sense of belonging and 
community ownership, these centers empower youth to take charge of their learning journey and pursue 
diverse pathways to success in the digital age. 
 
Generation Kenya uses an innovative superagent model to mentor and train new freelancers, particularly 
out-of-school youth. Under this program, experienced freelancers, known as superagents, mentor and 
guide new freelancers in building their online gig work businesses, providing them with valuable feedback, 
ratings, and work opportunities (Dutta et al. 2023). 
 
The superagent mentoring model lasting about 12 weeks. It enables new freelancers to gain practical skills, 
build their online portfolios, and establish a reputation in the gig economy. By leveraging existing 
infrastructure and networks, such as government training centers and local freelancer associations, 
Generation Kenya maximizes the reach and impact of its mentorship program, empowering out-of-school 
youth to thrive in the digital marketplace. 
 
The Ajira Digital Program, initiated by the Ministry of Information, Communications and the Digital 
Economy in Kenya, establishes Youth Empowerment Centers or “innovation hubs” at the subnational level, 
using existing public infrastructure such as government training centers. These centers provide NEET youth 
with access to internet connectivity, computers, training, and mentorship to enable them to work in the 
online gig economy. 
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Through partnerships with members of Parliament and local communities, the Ajira Digital Program has 
set up more than 100 centers across Kenya, bridging the digital divide and providing marginalized youth 
with opportunities for skills development and economic empowerment. By leveraging existing resources 
and infrastructure, the program ensures sustainability and long-term impact in empowering NEET youth 
(Howard 2023).  
 
The eRezeki income generation centers in Malaysia, known as Wakil eRezeki, leverage existing government 
telecenters to facilitate training and microtask performance for beneficiaries, including NEET youth. These 
centers provide youth from rural areas with access to reliable internet connection, computers, and 
mentorship, enabling them to participate in the digital gig economy (Dutta et al. 2023).  
 
Despite challenges such as underutilization and financial sustainability, the eRezeki centers demonstrate 
the importance of physical infrastructure and venue in reaching NEET youth and providing them with 
essential resources for digital skill development and online work. By adapting to the cultural context and 
needs of local communities, these centers contribute to gender-inclusive and accessible learning 
environments for youth empowerment. 
 
Community-based training centers serve as essential platforms for empowering NEET youth with digital 
skills, mentorship, and employment opportunities. These centers leverage existing infrastructure, 
networks, and resources, to narrow the digital divide and foster long-term sustainability in youth 
empowerment initiatives. Through innovative models and partnerships, community-based training 
centers can transform the lives of marginalized youth, enabling them to thrive in the digital economy and 
contribute to inclusive socioeconomic development. 
 

5.4 Peer-to-Peer Learning Programs 
 

Peer-to-peer learning programs offer a dynamic and effective way for NEET youth to support and motivate 
each other in their journey toward acquiring digital skills and accessing online gig opportunities. By 
leveraging the expertise and experiences of “near-peer” mentors, these programs create inclusive and 
supportive learning environments where youth can learn from each other, share insights, and overcome 
challenges together (Dutta et al. 2023).  
 
Moreover, peer-to-peer learning programs promote competition and recognition among participants, 
incentivizing them to strive for excellence in income generation, online rankings, and client acquisition. By 
fostering a sense of camaraderie and healthy competition, these programs empower youth to unleash 
their full potential and achieve success in the digital gig economy. 
 
The Out of School Youth Project (OSYP) in Mali targets out-of-school children in the Timbuktu region, 
providing them with literacy, entrepreneurship, and technical training to support self-employment and 
income-generating activities. Implemented by Education Development Center, Inc. (EDC) in collaboration 
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with various partners, including USAID and local ministries, OSYP adopts an integrated model of support 
and training (GenU n.d.).6 
 
Through basic education courses, entrepreneurship training, e-learning via mobile phones, technical 
training, and mentorship by youth volunteers and local trainers, OSYP empowers youth to develop 
essential skills and launch microenterprises. With a focus on peer learning and community engagement, 
OSYP has achieved significant results, including improved reading skills, self-employment opportunities, 
and establishment of savings and lending groups. 
 
 The SmartUp Factory project empowers marginalized young men and women aged 17–26 in Uganda and 
Ethiopia to develop innovative solutions for positive social change through skills training, mentorship, and 
peer-to-peer support. Implemented by Plan International and various partners, SmartUp Factory creates 
inclusive and youth-friendly spaces where participants can interact, network, and access opportunities for 
meaningful employment (GenU n.d.).7  
 
By providing dedicated training, mentoring, and access to resources, SmartUp Factory enables participants 
to incubate innovative business concepts and address community challenges. With a focus on gender 
equity and youth leadership, the project has reached thousands of youths, with a significant proportion 
of girls and women participating in the program and contributing to its success. 
 
Peer-to-peer learning programs offer a transformative approach to empowering NEET youth with digital 
skills, entrepreneurship opportunities, and socio-emotional support. The digital fluency of “near-peer” 
mentors and networks of collaboration and innovation enable marginalized youth in these programs to 
unlock their potential, pursue economic independence, and drive positive change in their communities.  
 
  

 
6 GenU, n.d. Solutions and Promising Ideas Book. https://www.generationunlimited.org/media/906/file  
7 GenU, n.d. Solutions and Promising Ideas Book. https://www.generationunlimited.org/media/906/file  

https://www.generationunlimited.org/media/906/file
https://www.generationunlimited.org/media/906/file
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Table 5.1. Summary of Case Studies 
 

Program Duration Costs 

Involved 

Implementing 

Agency 

Impact Achieved Lessons Learned 

Ajira 

Digital 

Program 

Ongoing Not 

specified 

Government of 

Kenya in 

partnership 

with local 

communities 

and members 

of Parliament  

Established over 

100 centers 

providing internet 

connectivity, 

computers, 

training, and 

mentorship to 

out-of-school 

youth, enabling 

them to 

participate in the 

online gig 

economy. 

Leveraging existing 

resources and 

infrastructure ensures 

sustainability and long-term 

impact. Community 

involvement is crucial for 

the success of such 

initiatives. 

eRezeki 

Income 

Generation 

Centers 

(Malaysia) 

Ongoing Not 

specified 

Government of 

Malaysia 

Provided youth 

from rural areas 

with access to 

reliable internet, 

computers, and 

mentorship, 

enabling 

participation in 

the digital gig 

economy. 

 

Physical infrastructure and 

venue are essential for 

reaching out-of-school 

youth. Adapting to the 

cultural context and needs 

of local communities is 

crucial for success. 

Mobile 

Leap 

Ongoing Not 

specified 

International 

Labour 

Organization 

Equipped young 

individuals with 

essential digital 

skills through a 

peer-led training 

program, fostering 

personal and 

Peer-led approaches foster 

a collaborative and 

supportive learning 

environment. Engaging 

participants as co-

facilitators and mentors 
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Program Duration Costs 

Involved 

Implementing 

Agency 

Impact Achieved Lessons Learned 

professional 

development. 

promotes social cohesion 

and community building. 

Generation 

Kenya 

12 weeks Not 

specified 

Generation 

Kenya 

Enabled new 

freelancers to gain 

practical skills, 

build online 

portfolios, and 

establish a 

reputation in the 

gig economy. 

Mentorship from 

experienced freelancers 

(super agents) is vital for 

the success of new 

freelancers. Practical, 

hands-on training is more 

effective than theoretical 

knowledge alone. 

Educate!s 

VIP Virtual 

Bootcamp 

Ongoing, 

adapted 

during the 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

Not 

Specified 

Educate! Successfully 

pivoted from in-

person to virtual 

format, providing 

entrepreneurship 

training via mobile 

phones. 

Participants gained 

skills in business 

planning, financial 

management, 

marketing, and 

digital literacy. 

Mobile-first approaches can 

overcome geographical 

constraints and resource 

limitations. Virtual 

mentorship and SMS-based 

content delivery are effective 

in providing tailored training 

to youth in vulnerable 

contexts. 

Generation 

Unlimited 

(GenU) 

Ongoing, 

the goal to 

connect 

millions of 

young 

people by 

2030.   

Not 

specified 

Collaboration 

among 

governments, 

CEOs, 

foundations, 

and civic 

leaders 

Aims to connect 

millions of young 

people in Africa to 

quality education 

and employment 

opportunities.  

Public-private partnerships 

are crucial for mobilizing 

resources and expertise. 

Mobile-first approaches are 

effective in reaching 

marginalized and 

vulnerable populations, 

including refugees and 

those in remote areas.  
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Program Duration Costs 

Involved 

Implementing 

Agency 

Impact Achieved Lessons Learned 

Out-of-

School 

Youth 

Project 

Mali 

Ongoing Not 

specified 

Education 

Development 

Center, Inc. in 

collaboration 

with USAID and 

local ministries. 

Provided literacy, 

entrepreneurship, 

and technical 

training to out-of-

school children in 

the Timbuktu 

region. Achieved 

improved reading 

skills, self-

employment 

opportunities, and 

establishment of 

savings and lending 

groups.  

Integrated models of support 

and training, focusing on 

peer learning and 

community engagement, are 

effective in empowering 

youth to develop essential 

skills and microenterprises.  

SmartUp 

Factory 

Ongoing Not 

specified 

Plan 

International 

and various 

partners 

Empowered 

marginalized 

young men and 

women aged 17–

26 to develop 

innovative 

solutions for 

positive social 

change through 

skills training, 

mentorship, and 

peer-to-peer 

support. Created 

inclusive and 

youth-friendly 

spaces for 

interaction, 

networking, and 

access to 

Dedicated training, 

mentoring, and access to 

resources enable 

participants to incubate 

innovative business 

concepts and address 

community challenges. 

Inclusive and supportive 

learning environments 

foster collaboration and 

innovation among youth. 
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Program Duration Costs 

Involved 

Implementing 

Agency 

Impact Achieved Lessons Learned 

meaningful 

employment 

opportunities. 

Source: Summary of interventions (adapted from Dutta et al., 2023; GenU, n.d.; Howard, 2023; ILO, 2023; and UNICEF, 
2021). 
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6. Conclusion 
 
The case studies highlight several key lessons and preconditions essential for bridging the digital 
divide for NEET youth. Community engagement and leveraging existing resources are critical for the 
sustainability and long-term impact of digital skills initiatives. Practical, hands-on training and 
mentorship significantly enhance skill development and confidence among participants. PPPs emerge 
as a powerful strategy, combining the strengths and resources of diverse stakeholders to deliver 
comprehensive and solutions that have impact. Additionally, mobile-first approaches and robust 
physical infrastructure are vital for reaching marginalized and underserved populations, as are reliable 
internet access and internet-enabled devices are fundamental prerequisites. Long-term commitment 
from governments, NGOs, and private sector partners is necessary to sustain these initiatives. 
Programs must also be culturally relevant and tailored to the socioeconomic context of their target 
populations. Finally, sustainable funding and operational models are crucial to ensure the longevity 
and effectiveness of these digital skills development efforts. 
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Box 6.1. Roles in Public-Private Partnerships  
 
Government’s Role: 

1. Policy and Regulation: 
• Develop and implement national digital skills strategies: Set clear goals, identify 

target groups, and outline necessary infrastructure and training programs. 
• Create a conducive regulatory environment: Establish clear legal frameworks for 

digital skills development, promote open data access, and ensure cybersecurity. 
• Promote digital literacy and awareness: Implement campaigns to raise awareness 

about the importance of digital skills and encourage participation in training programs. 
2. Funding and Infrastructure: 

• Allocate sufficient resources: Invest in digital infrastructure development, including 
broadband connectivity, affordable internet access, and device affordability programs. 

• Provide financial incentives: Offer grants, subsidies, and tax breaks to encourage 
private sector investment in digital skills initiatives. 

• Support the development of digital infrastructure: Invest in building and maintaining 
digital infrastructure, particularly in rural areas. 

3. Collaboration and Coordination: 
• Facilitate partnerships: Create platforms for collaboration between government 

agencies, NGOs, and private sector companies. 
• Coordinate efforts: Ensure that different initiatives are aligned and complementary to 

avoid duplication and maximize impact. 
• Monitor and evaluate progress: Regularly assess the effectiveness of public-private 

partnerships (PPPs) and make adjustments as needed. 
Private Sector’s Role: 

1. Innovation and Expertise: 
• Develop innovative training programs: Leverage technology and expertise to create 

engaging and effective digital skills training programs. 
• Provide technical expertise: Offer technical support and guidance to government 

agencies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in implementing digital skills 
initiatives. 

• Develop and deploy digital tools: Create and distribute affordable and accessible 
digital tools and platforms for learning and work. 

2. Resource Mobilization: 
• Invest in digital skills development: Allocate resources to fund training programs, 

infrastructure development, and research. 
• Create employment opportunities: Offer internships, apprenticeships, and job 

placements for youth not in employment, education, or training who have acquired 
digital skills. 

• Support community-based initiatives: Partner with NGOs and local communities to 
deliver digital skills training in underserved areas. 

3. Marketing and Outreach: 
• Promote digital skills programs: Raise awareness about the benefits of digital skills 

and encourage participation in training programs. 
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Box 6.1 (continued) 
 

• Connect youth with opportunities: Facilitate access to online job platforms, freelance 
marketplaces, and other digital work opportunities. 

• Share best practices: Disseminate knowledge and experience to other stakeholders to 
promote the adoption of successful PPP models. 

Actionable Guidance: 
1. Focus on Scalability and Sustainability: Design PPPs to reach many NEET youth and ensure they 

are sustainable in the long term. 
2. Tailor Programs to Local Needs: Ensure digital skills initiatives are culturally relevant and address 

the specific challenges faced by NEET youth in different regions. 
3. Prioritize Inclusivity: Ensure that marginalized groups, including women, youth with disabilities, 

and those from rural areas, have equal access to digital skills training. 
4. Measure and Evaluate Impact: Regularly assess the effectiveness of PPPs and adjust based on data 

and feedback. 
5. Foster Collaboration and Knowledge Sharing: Encourage open communication and knowledge 

sharing between government, NGOs, and private sector partners. 
 
Source: Summary of key findings (adapted from ADB, 2015; Dutta et al., 2023; GenU, n.d.; Howard, 2023; ILO, 
2023; and UNICEF, 2021). 
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ABSTRACT
This background paper examines the critical issue of how to enhance digital 
skills among youth who are not in employment, education, or training (NEET) in 
Africa to prevent approximately 72 million young people (two-thirds of whom 
are young women) from being marginalized in a global economy rapidly 
undergoing a digital transformation.

First, it evaluates the current digital proficiency of the region’s NEET population 
and identifies substantial structural barriers that contribute to widening digital 
disparities. Subsequently, the paper explores the transformative potential of 
digital skills in boosting employability, fostering entrepreneurship, and enabling 
broader participation in socioeconomic life.

Crucially, it then proposes scalable, cost-effective strategies, including 
public-private partnerships, mobile-first education initiatives, and 
community-based training programs. 

These approaches are assessed for their practicality (cost effectiveness and 
scalability) and for their potential to equip Africa’s NEET youth with the 
necessary digital competencies. If adopted at scale, these competencies can 
enable young people to join the economic mainstream and help translate 
Africa’s demographic potential into widespread social and economic gains.
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