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IOM is committed to the principle that humane and orderly migration 

benefits migrants and society. As an intergovernmental organization, 

IOM acts with its partners in the international community to: assist in the 

meeting of operational challenges of migration; advance understanding 

of migration issues; encourage social and economic development through 

migration; and uphold the human dignity and well-being of migrants.

IOM 2018



3

Introduction
The interrelationship between youth employment (or lack thereof) and migration has lately 
attracted increasing attention from governments and the international community. In Africa, 
population growth is an integral aspect of migration patterns regionally and nationally1.

There are more young people on the continent today than ever before and numbers are 
steadily rising. Predictions reveal that the youth population in Africa (aged 15-24) will double 
from its current 231 million to 461 million by 2050, higher than the increase in both China 
and India2.

The challenge for youths today lies in the transition between childhood and adulthood, 
especially in finding and securing the best job. For centuries, youth around the world have 
left their homes in search of better livelihood opportunities. Migration is often driven – 
among other reasons by the lack of employment opportunities in countries of origin— and 
West and Central Africa are no exception to this trend. 

In West and Central Africa, the sum of individuals either unemployed or with vulnerable 
jobs is between 50 to 90 per cent of the total labour force. Young people in the region 
also have 20 per cent lower employment rates than adults3. Regionally, structural issues 
such as stagnating job markets are major factors contributing to the problem. For 
instance, the average job creation rate per year in Africa was only .2 per cent until 20144. 
Underemployment, including inadequate work hours and productivity, has also resulted in 
the lack of stable jobs for youth especially in the informal sector5.

Job scarcity coupled with job instability have resulted in higher unemployment rates and 
growing numbers of youth emigrating for job opportunities. Outside factors, such as 
the global economic crisis of 2008 have also contributed to the increased global youth 
unemployment rate (of which 1.3 billion youths live in developing countries)6.
 
While on one hand, migration can be the consequence of lacking appropriate job 
opportunities for youth, on the other it can provide an effective response to the challenge 
posed by the growing populations of unemployed youth in the countries of West and 

1 UNCTAD, Economic Development in Africa Report (2018). Available from http://unctad.org/en/PublicationChapters/
edar2018_ch1_en.pdf
2 Ibid
3 AFDB, West Africa Economic Outlook (2018). Available from https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publi-
cations/2018AEO/African_Economic_Outlook_2018_West-Africa.pdf
4 UNCTAD, Economic Development in Africa Report (2018). Available from http://unctad.org/en/PublicationChapters/
edar2018_ch1_en.pdf
5 Ibid
6 MDG Achievement Fund, Youth, Employment and Migration. Available from http://www.mdgfund.org/content/youthemploy-
mentandmigration
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Central Africa. According to UNCTAD, if the growing young population is successfully 
tapped, the continent could reap a demographic dividend, which could propel the continent 
on a sustainable path of wealth creation7. 

What are the circumstances under which migration can be an effective response 
to the youth unemployment challenge ?

It is now recognized that human mobility may be a solution to many challenges of our day, 
including development. At the international community level, the nexus between migration 
and development has been actively explored, focusing on the development potential of 
remittances as well as diaspora engagement, among others8. Migration can thus become an 
effective poverty-reduction and development tool, and can also contribute to lowering the 
unemployment rate. 

However, this is only possible under the condition that comprehensive programmes are 
developed to account for various causes of youth unemployment along with the risks of 
migration. IOM, in line with the UN Youth Strategy (2018), has developed a three-pronged 
strategic approach to address the youth-(un)employment-migration nexus.

Objectives of the IOM Youth, Employment and Migration Strategy

The strategy aims to support governments in West and Central Africa to address 
the challenges of youth unemployment and to ensure that migration can bring 
about positive results in both origin and destination communities. It also strives 
to ensure that young people have a role to play in implementing the objectives 
set forward in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

This document describes the strategy and its various components. It is organised in two 
main parts. 

Part one provides background information, including major migratory flows and trends in 
West and Central Africa, the link between youth and unemployment, and existing strategies 
on youth and unemployment developed by regional governmental organizations such as 
ECOWAS and ECCAS. 

The second part outlines and describes three priority areas of the proposed strategy.

7 UNCTAD, Economic Development in Africa Report (2018). Available from http://unctad.org/en/PublicationChapters/
edar2018_ch1_en.pdf
8 UN, New York Declaration. Available from https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/declaration
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Part 1
Youth unemployment
and migration in West
and Central Africa
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Definition of youth

The definition of youth is often fluid, in countries around the world it differs based on 
demographic, economic, social or cultural settings. For the purpose of this paper however, 
the UN definition of youth is used, which includes all people between 15 and 24 years of 
age.

It is estimated that 226 million young people live in Africa, representing nearly 20 per cent 
of the overall population9.

Overview of Youth Migration in West and Central Africa

Human mobility in West and Central Africa is customary and dates back to pre-colonial 
times. Before colonization, boundaries between countries were not precisely defined. 
Migration in the region was and continues to be motivated by economic, political or 
environmental causes, including poverty, ethnic conflict, civil war, or natural disasters. In 
some societies, it is also a cultural phenomenon signifying a rite of passage to adulthood.

Following the decolonization period in the 1960s, the number of international migrants 
increased significantly: a result of growing labour opportunities in Europe and the 
development gap between European and African countries. Between 1950 and 2015, 
African countries on average were net senders (the number of emigrants larger than that of 
immigrants)10.

Nowadays, migration flows across West and Central Africa are even more complex and 
varied than in the past. Virtually all countries are concurrently countries of origin, transit 
and destination. The region also has the highest level of intraregional flows in the world, as 
nearly 90 per cent of all migrants in West Africa move within the region11. 

9 UN, Definition of Youth. Available from http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf
10 UN ESA, World Population Prospects (2017). Available from https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/publications/files/wpp2017_keyfin-
dings.pdf
11 IOM, West and Central Africa Quarterly Regional Report (2018). Available from https://displacement.iom.int/reports/west-
and-central-africa-%E2%80%94-quarterly-regional-report-january-%E2%80%94-march-2018
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In 2015, global youth willingness to migrate permanently to another country was 20 per 
cent, with the highest inclination to move abroad at 38 per cent, in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin 
America and the Caribbean12. Migration for employment is a key feature of youth mobility in 
West and Central Africa, as individuals migrate primarily to improve their social status and 
learn new skills and trades. Moreover, young women are increasingly represented among 
youth migration flows seeking employment opportunities abroad. This feminization of 
migration is globally represented with 49 per cent of all international migrant workers being 
women13.

Internal migration (both rural to urban and rural to rural) of youth is also increasing due 
to lack of employment opportunities, and as a consequence of environmental and climate 
changes, demographic pressure and political crises. The growing number and severity 
of natural events, including famines and disasters in the region, coupled with slow onset 
changes such as drought and desertification has triggered more and more displacement.
 

12 UN, Global Youth Unemployment is on the Rise Again (2016). Available from  http://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2016/08/glo-
bal-youth-unemployment-rise/
13 UN, Women and International Migration. Available from http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/thirdcoord2004/
P01_DAW.pdf
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Similarly, conflicts in the region are also push factors in creating Internally Displaced People 
(IDPs), migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees. In the Lake Chad Basin region for instance, 
latest figures total 3.97 million displaced individuals. Conflicts in Central African Republic and 
Mali have also generated large numbers of these. 

Youth Unemployment in West and Central Africa

The International Labour Organization (ILO) defines unemployment as “all persons who are 
without work, i.e. are not in paid employment or self-employment, currently available for 
work, or seeking work, by taking specific steps to find employment or self-employment”.

About 220 million youths will join the global labour force between now and 2035, yet 
projections in Sub-Saharan Africa predict that only about 25 per cent will be absorbed into 
the labour market14. Furthermore, youth are disproportionately affected, as they have 20 
per cent lower employment rates than adults in the region15.
 
It is important to underline that the informal sector employs a large part of the population 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. The informal sector is not accounted for in official statistics by 
definition and less protected and secure than the formal one. In addition to those with 
temporary jobs or employed in the informal sector, the official youth unemployment rate 
does not include individuals aged 15-24 not currently in Education, Employment, or Training 
(NEET), thus making the actual rate even more difficult to calculate16.

The agricultural sector particularly, is often informal and employs a large proportion of 
youth in West and Central Africa. Sixty-five per cent of workers employed in agriculture are 
young people and 70 per cent live in rural areas . However, agriculture is rapidly becoming 
a less attractive sector for youth. This trend coupled with the growing impacts of climate 
change on farming have resulted in a significant rise of youth emigration from rural areas17.
 
In addition, education is another factor contributing to labour market inequality for youth. 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, almost two out of three young workers lack the education level 
expected to work productively on the job18.

14 AGRA, Africa Agriculture Status Report (2016). Available from https://agra.org/aasr2016/public/assr.pdf
15 AFDB, West Africa Economic Outlook (2018). Available from https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publi-
cations/2018AEO/African_Economic_Outlook_2018_West-Africa.pdf
16 Ibid.
17 AGRA, Africa Agriculture Status Report (2016). Available from https://agra.org/aasr2016/public/assr.pdf
18 ILO, Global Employment Trends for Youth (2015). Available from https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---
dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_412015.pdf
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According to the UN Economic Commission for Africa and the UN Programme on Youth, 
the two main reasons for high unemployment rates among youth in West and Central 
Africa are:

(a) The mismatch between the educational system and the skills needed in the labour 
market,
(b) Saturated public services that are too limited to employ the total number of workers 
available. This is particularly true for wage employment.      
                                       
In addition, the lack of an enabling environment for self-employment further limits the 
number of opportunities for semi-skilled young adults to enter the job market. 

Among males Among females

Cote d’Ivoire 6.1% 5.1%

Benin 1.5% 1.8%

Burkina Faso 6.0% 3.7%

Ghana 7.4% 10.0%

Liberia 3.4% 5.6%

Mali 8.3% 14.4%

Niger 7.2% 5.7%

Nigeria 14.0% 13.2%

Senegal 11.45 19.4%

Sierra Leone 6.6% 3.0%

Togo 10.2% 11.2%

Cameroon 7.0% 7.9%

CAR 11.4% 13.8%

Gabon 30.6% 40.6%

Table 1. Youth unemployment rates in West and Central Africa (2013), percentage of male/female youth 
labour force. Source: International Labour Organization.

Source: International Labour Organization estimates (2017).
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Table 1 presents youth unemployment rates in West and Central Africa. It also highlights 
the difference in unemployment by gender, which is often higher for young women. Girls 
are more likely to be excluded from the educational system and thus face more difficulties 
finding and securing a decent job. Women are also more represented in the informal 
economy, hence excluded from the official labour force and unemployment statistics.

The increasing number of unemployed youth poses a potential threat to peace and security 
in West and Central Africa. The lack of opportunities in rural areas drives young people to 
urban centres in the hope of finding a job and a better life. As a result, urban centres are 
becoming overcrowded and young people are forced to accept low-wage employment, 
underemployment, or to cope with situations of protracted unemployment. Vulnerability 
linked to lack of job opportunities can also increase the risk of youth being recruited by 
criminal networks.
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Existing regional strategies on youth, 
migration and unemployment
The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Youth Strategy

In 1975, ECOWAS established the Free Movement Protocols that gives ECOWAS 
citizens the right to enter, reside in, and establish themselves as another Member State 
of the Economic Community, in particular when it is for the purpose of seeking paid 
employment19.

In 2008, ECOWAS adopted the Common Approach to Migration, which aims to address 
challenges associated with youth, develop professional and educational exchanges in line 
with labour market needs, and offer more opportunities abroad for highly skilled migrants. 
ECOWAS also adopted an Action Plan concerning youth employment for the 2013-2018 
period. Its goal was to strengthen the intra-regional mobility of young people and labour 
market information systems, and reinforce educational programmes for youth employability.

The ECOWAS strategy as an ongoing process continues to face challenges in reinforcing 
national migration governance schemes: many countries still lack the infrastructure and 
capacity to provide migrants with opportunities to develop their human capital  for more 
comprehensive and sustainable integration into labour markets20. 

The Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS) Youth Strategy

To date no ECCAS strategy on youth, employability and migration has been defined. 
However, in 2014 the organization acknowledged the importance of effectively 
implementing the 2007 Protocol on Freedom of Movement for people within the region to 
further move towards a more integrated economy.

The UN Support Plan for the Sahel

Under the UN Support Plan for the Sahel, Priority 6 addresses young people in the region 
with the objective of empowering them as leaders for peace and development. Priority 
3 emphasizes the promotion of decent jobs and sustainable livelihoods for youth through 
vocational training, technological innovation, skills and entrepreneurship development. 

19 ECOWAS, Article 2 of the 1986 Supplementary Protocol A/SP.1/7/86. Available from http://documentation.ecowas.int/
download/en/legal_documents/protocols/Supplementary%20Protocol%20on%20the%20Second%20Phase%20(Right%20of%20
Residence)%20of%20the%20Protocol%20on%20Free%20Movement%20of%20Persons,%20Right%20of%20Residence%20
and%20Establishment.pdf
20 African Union, Revised Migration Policy Framework (2018). Available from https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/wor-
kingdocuments/33023-wd-english_revised_migration_policy_framework_stc.pdf
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Part 2
IOM youth-employment-
migration strategy for West 
and Central Africa
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IOM proposes a three-pronged approach to address the youth-(un)employment and 
migration nexus in West and Central Africa. It aims to address the various causes of 
and challenges presented by youth unemployment in the region through maximizing the 
development potential of migration. It is based on the following complementary priority 
areas:

• Promoting intra-regional labour market integration and mobility
• Fostering peace and security through youth empowerment
• Reinforcing transnational networks: diaspora engagement through skills transfer and 

productive investment.

Youth access
to skills 
development 
trainings

Labour 
market 
assessment

Awareness 
raising/
Migrant 
Resource 
Centres

Youth 
networks 
reinforced/
sub-regional 
cultural events

Diaspora
skills 
transfers

Diaspora
productive
investment

1. Promoting intra
regional labour market
integration and
mobility

2. Fostering peace
and security through
youth empowerment

3. Reinforcing 
transnational 
networks/diaspora
engagement

Figure 1 - IOM’s three-pronged strategy to address the youth-unemployment-migration nexus 
in West and Central Africa
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1) Promoting intra-regional labour market integration and mobility

The mismatch between available skills and those requested by individual industries has been 
identified as one of the underlying causes of unemployment and underemployment in West 
and Central Africa. IOM suggests addressing this challenge in close collaboration with the 
relevant regional commissions by promoting labour market integration and mobility and by 
boosting intra-regional job opportunities for youth. This approach will also promote youth 
employment in innovative sectors related to agriculture, sustainable growth and climate 
change adaptation, in the aim of increasing resilience of young people, their families and 
communities. 

Activities that can be implemented to this end include:

• Conduct labour market assessments in all countries to identify sectors where 
labour needs are not being addressed, including those related to agriculture, climate 
change adaptation and sustainability;

• Contribute to creating an enabling environment for youth to travel freely within the 
region and find work that match their skills in innovative and sustainable sectors, 
both in different areas of their own countries, or other countries in the WCA/
ECOWAS region;

• Support adaptation and innovation of agriculture and other “declining” sectors to 
the mindsets and ambitions of the younger generation;

• Improve data collection of labour migration flows between countries disaggregated 
by age, gender and occupations (in consideration of the prevalence of 
undocumented migration);

• Support governments to build their capacities in data collection and administrative 
management to increase/facilitate formal and regular intraregional migration;

• Establish mechanisms to permit the fluid exchange of information (including 
required documents, best practices and qualification) success stories regarding 
job opportunities within the region, and enable cheap and reliable access to legal 
recruiting systems to protect young migrants and to prevent them from resorting 
to illegal or unsafe recruitment services that may lead to increased risks of 
smuggling and trafficking;

• Provide youth and women with the possibility to access tailored skills development 
trainings and other employment assistance to meet regional labour market demand;

• Conduct training of trainers on information campaigns/awareness raising to inform 
them of their rights (labour and other basic rights, to prepare them for possible 
exploitation cases, etc.); 
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• Promote a regional accreditation system for vocational experts and careers to 
recognize education and skills qualification of other nationalities;

• Establish apprenticeship opportunities within the region to open up employment 
possibilities, prioritizing sustainable economic sectors;

• Promote IOM-private sector partnerships to explore innovative skills development 
mechanisms and job placement opportunities, also prioritizing sustainable economic 
sectors;  

• Strengthen existing professional and vocational tools and infrastructures;

• Creation of a business incubator and the establishment of a grant fund for 
exceptional students to start small businesses;

• Promote regional-level policy schemes to ensure that the young workers receive 
basic protection regardless their status (part-time worker, apprentice or irregular 
worker, etc.)

• Promote greater access to low-cost remittances mechanisms.
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2) Fostering peace and security through youth empowerment

The impact of youth unemployment on peace and security in West Africa is two-fold. 
On one hand unemployment can potentially draw youth into violence and engagement in 
unlawful activities, including radicalization and violent extremism, thereby contributing to 
increasing insecurity in both urban and rural areas21. On the other hand, youth may decide 
to migrate irregularly towards countries further afield (including across the Mediterranean) 
in search of better opportunities, thereby putting their own security at risk. As these 
decisions are often undertaken without the right information at hand, many such journeys 
have ended in failure or tragedy. Lack of infrastructure and resources and capacity dedicated 
to providing reliable and up-to-date information on migration opportunities abroad, 
exacerbates youth and especially girls’ vulnerability. Empowering youth and returned 
migrants, and promoting cohesive societies lies at the heart of the IOM strategy to address 
the youth-unemployment and migration nexus in West and Central Africa.

Potential activities that IOM seeks to implement, strengthen and expand
in order to meet these strategic goals include:

• Create Migrant Resource Centres (MRCs) where, among others, youth will have 
access to up-to-date information related to available safe and regular options for 
legal migration, medical care and other basic resources, protection, as well as 
employment and skills development opportunities;

• Reinforce and support sub-regional networks for youth and women. This will 
also foresee financial literacy education, training, and the provision of small-scale 
financing for income generating activities;

• Support community peace and cohesion through the provision of grants for sub-
regional cultural events for youth (ex: to encourage inter-ethnic, cross-cultural 
dialogue via art, literature, science, music etc.); 

• Conduct campaigns and awareness raising targeting youth on themes of 
unemployment and migration;

• Promote student mobility through the creation of exchange programmes and 
internship opportunities (e.g. Erasmus and Leonardo in Europe) in collaboration 
with regional institutions and the national chamber of commerce. This will also 
include the provision of stipends to the best graduates;

• Create and establish of training modules for youth and community influencers 
(journalists, religious leaders, CSO’s, etc.)

• Promote the sustainable reintegration of young returned migrants into their 
communities of origin.

21 IOM, IOM Regional Strategy (2017). Available from https://rodakar.iom.int/sites/default/files/document/publications/IOM%20
-%20Regional%20Strategy.pdf
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3) Reinforcing transnational networks: diaspora engagement
through skills transfers and productive investment

High migration rates often result in the creation of large diasporas. West and Central 
African diasporas hold a great potential for economic development, through their collective 
funding and job growth. According to the World Bank, diaspora savings in Sub Saharan 
Africa currently total US $36 billion22. This amount exceeds yearly remittances to the 
continent is mostly invested abroad23.

If appropriately enabled, engaged and empowered, the diaspora can be an agent of 
development and can contribute to tackling the unemployment challenges in countries of 
origin. On one hand, the diaspora can play a role in addressing the mismatch of labour 
supply and demand. Philanthropic programmes can also be promoted to incentivise diaspora 
to provide mentorship support and reinforce youth capacity through skills and knowledge 
transfers in sectors where gaps have been identified by labour market assessments (see 
component 1 of this strategy). Productive investments by the diaspora, including supporting 
returnees establish businesses in their countries of origin, can also go a long way in creating 
new job opportunities for youth and strengthening the resilience of communities of origin, 
especially if invested in sustainable economic sectors (i.e. renewable energy, agroecology).  

Actions that IOM can conduct to implement this strategic goal include:

• Coordinate with diaspora to promote and raise awareness of their role in 
supporting youth employment in countries of origin.

• Create a platform bringing together diaspora, state partners and the private sector, 
in the aim of promoting exchanges on market trends, integration, and tips for 
overcoming challenges.

• Leverage diaspora funds to support entrepreneurship and microenterprises, 
including the encouragement of crowdfunding platforms;

• Mobilize the diaspora to contribute to youth skills development projects, especially 
through the temporary return of qualified members of the diaspora, as well as 
through mentorship and skills transfer via online channels;

• Facilitate diaspora investments for innovative entrepreneurship activities and the 
presentation of alternatives to irregular migration for young people. 

22 World Bank Group, Migration and Remittances (2015). Available from http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/
en/773611444756855376/MigrationandDevelopmentBrief24.pdf
23 Ibid.
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