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* This paper uses “youth” flexibly, reflecting variation across contexts. It refers to the 15–24 age group, 
sometimes extended to 35 years per UNDP practice.

Context

UNDP Angola/Cynthia R Matonhodze

Youth as a systems opportunity and policy challenge 

Youth are often described as future potential. For many young people, however, the path
to adulthood is becoming uncertain. Labour market disruption, digitalization, climate
stress and shrinking civic space are changing how young people access work,
participate in society and build independent livelihoods. Conflict, displacement and
migration make these pathways even harder in many settings.

Demographic change also creates both opportunities and challenges for development
systems. By 2050, one in three people aged 15–24* globally is projected to be African,
with large youth cohorts also shaping development prospects in parts of South Asia, the
Arab States and Asia-Pacific. Realizing this demographic dividend depends on young
people having access to relevant skills, decent work, services and meaningful
participation.

Without these conditions, exclusion can deepen youth unemployment, institutional
distrust, irregular migration and vulnerability to violence or exploitation. These risks are
higher for young women, displaced and rural youth, youth with disabilities and other
marginalized groups, particularly in fragile, conflict-affected and low-income settings.

This makes youth a systems issue for development policy and programming, where
evaluative evidence can help clarify what enables sustained opportunity, participation
and resilience.
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This Reflections paper draws mainly from 
UNDP evaluations across regions and 
selected inter-agency syntheses on youth 
from 2020 to 2025. It identifies six lessons 
to help country offices and regional bureaux
strengthen youth-focused programming by 
linking youth skills, participation and 
innovation to the systems that shape 
sustained opportunity, influence and 
resilience.

What can we 
learn from 
evaluations?



UNDP’s approach

UNDP’s work with and for youth is framed by wider global and regional policy
commitments including the Sustainable Development Goals, Youth2030 and the Youth,
Peace and Security agenda. It is embedded across broader programming on inclusive
growth and livelihoods, governance and civic participation, resilience, crisis recovery and
peacebuilding. UNDP works within a wider youth ecosystem, collaborating with young
people, governments, civil society, youth-led networks and UN agencies such as UNICEF,
UNFPA and ILO.

UNDP supports youth through skills development, entrepreneurship, digital inclusion,
green jobs, climate action and local peacebuilding. Regional initiatives such as the Youth
Empowerment Portfolio in Asia and the Pacific, the Arab Strategy for Youth, Peace and
Security, and the emerging Africa Youth Portfolio point to more integrated and portfolio-
based ways of working.
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UNDP youth employment and livelihood interventions were more 
effective where skills development was shaped by labour market 
demand and linked to practical routes into jobs 

UNDP’s youth economic empowerment work focused
mainly on the supply side. Most youth employment
and livelihood interventions addressed young
people’s employability through technical, vocational,
soft skills and entrepreneurship support. These
activities improved confidence, motivation and work
readiness. They also helped some young people
start income-generating activities.

But these gains did not always translate into econo-
mic outcomes. In many contexts, young people still
faced weak labour demand, limited employer
absorption, poor access to finance and weak market
links. Many supported businesses also remained
solo micro-enterprises, with limited potential to grow
or create jobs for others.

Interventions were more effective where skills
development was shaped by labour market demand
and linked to practical routes into work, including
placements, internships, market-relevant certifica-
tion, employer partnerships, job matching and follow-
up support. Entrepreneurship support also worked
better where it went beyond short courses to include
mentoring, business development services, start-up
inputs, finance, registration, market access and
value-chain links.

Supply-side support is necessary, but not sufficient. It
needs to be part of a wider transition into actual
work. Programmes need to connect individual skills
and enterprise support with demand-side measures,
public and private employment schemes, market
access, finance and supportive policy conditions.
They also need to track whether young people move
into decent jobs, sustained income, enterprise
survival or profitability.
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Skills to sustained work 
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Examples of UNDP youth programming moving from skills development to sustained 
work opportunities

In PAKISTAN, the Youth Empowerment Programme
linked TVET and job placement to private-sector 
demand and government youth initiatives. Partnerships 
with more than 60 companies across four industries 
helped connect training to jobs. Support to the Prime 
Minister’s youth programme also contributed to wider 
schemes, while links with the Government of Sindh led 
to a joint programme. However, its broad scope limited 
transformational results.

In SOUTH SUDAN, the Youth Empowerment Project 
linked training to local value chains, enterprise 
support and finance. Labour-market and value-
chain analyses shaped training courses, while 
partnerships with vocational training centres, local 
authorities and private-sector actors supported 
delivery. UNDP connected youth to i-Hubs, Career 
Advice and Placement Service centres, start-up kits, 
credit, internships, job placement, business 
registration and market support. The project 
created 1,734 enterprises and helped 12,050 
graduates secure regular income. African 
Development Bank-funded Stanbic Bank loans 
helped sustain youth and women-owned 
enterprises.

In SOUTH AFRICA, the automotive training pilot 
addressed the skills mismatch in technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET) by aligning 
training with industry needs. UNDP worked with the 
Department of Higher Education and Training, 
Toyota and participating TVET colleges to upgrade 
equipment, introduce digital teaching tools, train 
lecturers and connect students to industry. The 
project achieved high employment rates, with some 
graduates directly absorbed by Toyota South Africa. 
However, it needed a clearer scale-up plan and 
stronger alignment with national-level initiatives.

In NIGERIA, the Jubilee Fellows Programme tackled 
graduates’ lack of work experience through paid 
placements and employability support. Led by the Federal 
Government with UNDP support, and delivered with the 
Office of the Vice President, Talent Management 
Companies, host organizations and mentors, it placed over 
10,300 fellows in 12-month assignments across more than 
1,000 host organizations. Fellows received workplace 
exposure, mentoring, coaching, e-learning and professional 
skills support. Fellows contributed to improved productivity 
in host organizations, while the model strengthened their 
employability and networks. 
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Regional youth platforms added most value when they linked 
young people’s ideas and innovations to follow-up support.
Results were weaker where mandates were broad, partner roles 
unclear and country-level ownership weak.

Regional youth platforms, such as YouthConnekt
Africa and Youth Co:Lab in Asia-Pacific, are multi-
country mechanisms. They bring young people and
partners together around collaboration, innovation
and policy engagement, and help coordinate youth
empowerment efforts across a region.

Evaluations showed that these platforms added
value when they linked young people’s ideas,
enterprises and innovations to follow-up support.
This included access to mentors, finance, markets,
services, networks and policy spaces.

Platforms worked better when their purpose was
clear, institutions owned the agenda and partners
had defined delivery roles. YouthConnekt Rwanda
stood out because political leadership and national
ownership supported more consistent engagement
and results.

Youth Co:Lab offered a more structured model. It
combined downstream support to youth capabilities
and enterprises, midstream ecosystem-building
through partnerships and financing, and upstream
work through knowledge products, ecosystem
analysis and policy engagement.

Its flexible model allowed country offices to adapt
activities to local priorities while keeping a common
regional identity. Partnerships, catalytic seed funding
and strong communications helped build ownership,
mobilize resources and influence practice.

Results were weaker when platforms had broad
mandates without clear delivery arrangements.
YouthConnekt Africa was relevant and ambitious, but
it covered “everything youth,” from entrepreneurship
and employability to leadership, civic participation,
skills, finance and policy engagement. In several
countries, resource gaps, unclear partner roles, weak
country-programme alignment, limited follow-up and
weak monitoring constrained implementation.

Evaluations indicated that regional youth platforms
need to move beyond visibility and convening. They
are stronger when they have clear country-level
ownership, defined functions, accountable partners,
adequate financing, inclusion strategies and
monitoring systems.02 Youth platforms beyond 

visibility
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Examples of UNDP youth platforms as 
coordination architecture 

02 Youth platforms beyond 
visibility

In ASIA AND THE PACIFIC, Youth Co:Lab built 
thought leadership on youth entrepreneurship in 
two ways. First, it “walked the talk” by hiring 
young people at regional and national levels 
within UNDP, bringing youth perspectives into the 
entrepreneurship ecosystem. This showed that 
young people can lead when given the chance. 
Second, it worked with regional research partners 
to produce studies on youth entrepreneurship, 
using its networks to gather inputs from key 
actors. The studies filled knowledge gaps and 
were shared through summits and major events, 
raising visibility and informing discussion.

In ZIMBABWE and CAMEROON,
YouthConnekt showed that visibility and 
government anchoring were useful but not 
enough. In Zimbabwe, mentoring was too 
short, rural youth had weaker access to 
post-competition services and alumni 
support was limited. In Cameroon, 
implementation was constrained by broad 
scope, unclear roles and commitments of 
public administrations, weak resource 
mobilization planning and limited M&E 
resources. This suggested the need for 
clear partner roles, localized follow-up 
and an exit plan from the start.UNDP Zambia/Cecilia Mubambe

In RWANDA, YouthConnekt worked through 
strong political leadership and national 
ownership. Initiated by the Government of 
Rwanda with UNDP support, it linked young 
people to peers, leaders, role models, skills, 
finance, civic engagement and entrepreneurship 
opportunities. Virtual portals, conventions, 
mentorship, exhibitions and dialogue platforms 
kept youth connected. Rwanda registered the 
best and most consistent YouthConnekt results, 
supported by government leadership and 
regular engagement mechanisms.



Digital tools helped young people build skills, access work 
opportunities and reach wider markets, especially where 
programmes reduced digital exclusion.

Digital tools can help young people build skills,
access services, reach markets and find job
opportunities. E-learning, online training, mobile
applications and digital skills initiatives support
digital, entrepreneurial and future-ready skills. They
can also prepare young people for emerging
opportunities in information and communication
technology, cybersecurity, data analytics, platform-
based work and artificial intelligence.

Yet evaluations found that digital tools were not
consistently integrated into UNDP youth employment
and enterprise support. Many vocational training
courses did not offer digital technology training or
build on technologies already used by young
people. MSME and value-chain initiatives also made
limited use of e-trade and e-commerce for business
expansion and digital skills development.

Digital tools were effective when they solved
practical barriers. UNDP-supported e-commerce and
e-trade helped young people enter digital market-
places, connect with consumers and reach wider
markets when combined with business support, user
training, finance and market links.

Digital financial tools, including mobile money and
digital payments, reduced transaction time and costs
where cash transfers were difficult, while supporting
services and business continuity in crisis settings.

Digital tools also carried inclusion risks. Some UNDP
entrepreneurship and innovation initiatives tended to
reach more literate, multilingual and digitally savvy
young people rather than disadvantaged job
seekers. Rural youth, young women, young people
without formal education, displaced youth and youth
with disabilities faced additional barriers.

Digital tools worked better when youth programmes
used them to solve a clear employment or enterprise
constraint, such as skills gaps, weak market access,
payment barriers or limited business support. They
worked best when combined with user support,
finance, institutional partnerships and deliberate
measures to reduce digital exclusion, including
affordable access, safeguards and accessible low-
tech options.

03 Digital tools for future 
work 

Danielle Villasana



Examples of digital tools linking youth to digital 
skills, markets and future-ready work

03 Digital tools for future
work 

In TAJIKISTAN, the Youth for Business and 
Innovation project used private-sector and civil-
society partners to build digital and AI-related 
skills. Alif Academy offered free JavaScript 
courses, helping expand the pool of IT specialists 
and improve youth employability. Tajrupt’s AI 
Academy trained youth in Python and machine 
learning, giving some participants skills that led 
to paid internships. The project also used 
Facebook to provide legal advice to entre-
preneurs and start-ups, helping reduce legal and 
administrative barriers to business creation. 

In EGYPT, UNDP partnered with the Ministry of 
Communications and Information Technology to 
equip young people with future-ready digital 
skills. The Information Technology Institute 
trained youth in software development, mobile 
app creation, cybersecurity and data analytics. It 
trained 30,000 young people each year and 
most of them found jobs before graduation. This 
suggested that digital skills worked best when 
tied to national digital priorities and 
employment-focused training.

In UGANDA, the Youth for Business project 
supported youth start-ups through two tracks. 
Ideathons backed young people at the idea stage. 
Innovation Challenge Funds supported start-ups 
that had operated for more than a year and had a 
profitable product. UNDP complemented the funds 
with Stanbic Bank’s business incubation 
programme. The project identified promising youth 
start-ups. Successful digital platforms had low 
transaction costs, digitally savvy users or strong 
user training, and business models that remained 
profitable for creators.

In UZBEKISTAN, Youth Digital Economy Project 
linked digital skills to internships, e-commerce and 
women-focused entrepreneurship support. Working 
with the Ministry of Economy and Finance and 
digital economy institutions, it strengthened digital 
entrepreneurship skills among young people. The 
Digital Internship Programme helped young women 
receive employment offers after their internships. 
Digital marketing and e-commerce sessions 
targeted rural and unemployed women, connecting 
them with online platforms and potential income 
opportunities.

Danielle Villasana



Youth participation in governance became more meaningful 
when young people had defined roles and visible routes from 
voice to decisions.

UNDP evaluation evidence showed that youth
participation in governance became more
meaningful when young people were connected to
local planning, policy dialogue, service delivery,
electoral processes, accountability mechanisms or
community initiatives. Youth councils, advisory
bodies, youth parliaments, local forums and digital
participation channels helped create these entry
points. They also helped young people build
confidence, civic skills, visibility and relationships
with public institutions.

Participation had more influence when young people
had clear roles in setting priorities, shaping
proposals, generating evidence, engaging in
decisions or implementing initiatives that affected
them. Meaningful engagement required more than
representation. It required shared roles and
responsibilities, with young people acting as
advisors, partners, advocates, evidence generators,
implementers and leaders, and with feedback on
how their inputs were used.

Youth influence was limited when young people
were integrated late in the process, invited mainly to
attend events or asked to validate decisions already
made. In these cases, young people could be heard
without seeing how their views shaped priorities,
services, budgets or implementation. Participation
without feedback also risked raising expectations
and reinforcing frustration or mistrust.

External multi-agency evidence added an important
insight: young people do not move in a simple line
from informal civic action to formal political
participation. They often engage across both spaces
at once, through volunteering, social movements,
digital advocacy, community action, youth networks,
councils, parliaments and electoral processes.

Evaluations suggested that youth governance
mechanisms need clear mandates, resources,
regular engagement, links to decision-making or
implementation and feedback loops. Results
frameworks also need to measure beyond
participation numbers, including whether youth
engagement contributes to influence, accountability,
evidence use, community action or sustained civic
and political engagement.

04 From voice to influence
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Examples of youth participation linked to 
governance 

04 From voice to influence

In SRI LANKA, UNDP Youth Community 
Leadership Initiative worked with youth leaders 
and youth parliamentarians to strengthen their 
capacity to engage in civic and political 
spaces, identify community needs and 
implement local initiatives. The evaluation 
found positive shifts in community engagement, 
volunteerism and political participation. It also 
noted that sustainability required stronger 
follow-up arrangements, resources and long-
term monitoring, while women’s political 
leadership among youth parliamentarians 
continued to face deeper societal barriers.

In BRAZIL, UNICEF evidence on adolescent 
engagement in child-centred public policy 
suggested that formal entry points, laws and 
policies are useful but insufficient unless 
young people have influence in policy or 
legislation. This indicated the importance of 
accountable governance systems, commu-
nity relationships, inclusion, and formal and 
informal listening channels that allow young 
people’s inputs to shape final decisions.

In SOMALIA, the Peacebuilding Fund (PBF) Youth 
Political Empowerment project supported youth 
campaigns, leadership training, district councils, 
youth fellows, intergenerational dialogue and youth 
inputs into policy processes. This increased youth 
participation in district and state-level decision-
making, including youth fellows embedded in local 
administrations, and found that youth respondents 
reported their inputs translated into policies or 
actions. However, sustainability remained constrained 
by limited financial support and the need to formalize 
youth engagement systems. 

In ARMENIA, UNDP Women and Youth for 
Innovative Local Development project established 
Women and Youth Advisory Councils as advisory 
bodies linked to community heads. These councils 
enabled women and youth to engage in local 
governance and development processes through 
dialogue with local authorities and participation in 
community initiatives. The councils facilitated 
participation in decision-making and contributed to 
participatory governance, while noting that 
sustainability required stronger formalization within 
local governance frameworks.

© UNDP Mauritania/Freya Morales



Young people can contribute meaningfully to
peacebuilding in contexts shaped by conflict,
exclusion and mistrust, particularly through local
dialogue, reconciliation and social cohesion. Their
contribution depends on how programmes position
and engage them.

Evaluations showed that youth contributed more
when programmes treated them as active peace
actors, rather than passive beneficiaries or
awareness-raising targets. Young people added
value when they had practical roles in dialogue,
mediation, reconciliation, conflict resolution, trust-
building and community recovery. These included
roles as peace ambassadors, youth volunteers,
youth caucus members, community mobilizers and
dialogue participants. Through these roles, young
people supported peace messaging, connected
communities with leaders and challenged negative
stereotypes about youth.

These contributions were more effective when youth
roles were linked to locally legitimate structures.
Recognition by trusted actors, including traditional
leaders, local authorities, youth councils, peace
committees and security actors, gave young people
the social legitimacy and institutional entry points
needed to operate in sensitive peacebuilding
spaces.

Youth were best able to contribute to peace when they had 
recognized roles and were linked to locally legitimate structures.

Youth engagement was harder to sustain where
exclusion, intergenerational mistrust and weak
livelihoods constrained participation. These
pressures limited young people’s ability to remain
active and credible as peace actors. Youth
peacebuilding roles were stronger when dialogue,
mediation and trust-building were linked to
livelihoods support, microfinance, social
entrepreneurship, community infrastructure or
recovery activities that contributed to visible local
peace and recovery gains.

Evaluations indicated that youth peacebuilding
needs to move beyond short-term mobilization.
Programmes were stronger when they gave young
people sustained and recognized roles, connected
them to legitimate local institutions and supported
the socioeconomic conditions that enabled them to
remain credible and active peacebuilding actors.

05 Recognized 
peacebuilding roles 
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Examples of UNDP support to youth as peacebuilding actors 

05 Recognized
peacebuilding roles 

In SUDAN, through the Darfur youth volunteers 
project, UNDP worked with the Government of 
Sudan, state institutions and microfinance 
institutions. Young people were trained as peace 
ambassadors and recovery volunteers. They 
mobilized communities, reached remote areas and 
joined community-level peace negotiations. The 
project made these roles last by creating 
coordination units, linking youth to livelihoods and 
microfinance, and supporting community 
infrastructure. It contributed to reduced tribal 
conflicts and tensions in target areas, and some 
partners later adopted the peace ambassador 
model. 

In UGANDA, PBF project addressed mistrust and 
ethnic tensions through local structures that 
communities already trusted. UNDP, UNFPA and 
OHCHR worked with local governments, cultural 
and religious leaders, youth leadership structures, 
security actors and civil society partners. Young 
people joined mediation, intergenerational 
dialogue and peace messaging. When COVID-19 
and delays disrupted implementation, partners 
used radio, television, social media and small-
group meetings to sustain youth engagement and 
peace messages.

In the SOLOMON ISLANDS, PBF project gave 
marginalized youth a formal platform through 
youth caucuses. UNDP and ILO worked with 
provincial governments, village committees, 
provincial youth councils, church leaders and 
civil society actors. Youth caucuses helped 
young people voice concerns, advise village 
and provincial structures, engage community 
leaders and contribute to conflict resolution. 
Links to provincial youth councils helped 
connect youth action to government 
structures.

In KOSOVO, the joint UNDP-UNV, UNICEF and 
UN Women project created physical and virtual 
spaces for young women and men from different 
ethnic groups to work on shared issues. It used 
youth-led trust-building initiatives, mentoring, 
coaching and collaboration across municipa-
lities. The project responded to COVID-19 
restrictions by adapting activities and tools to 
virtual formats. It contributed to individual-level 
effects including stronger confidence, skills and 
willingness to collaborate across ethnic lines that 
helped trust-building.

UNDP/UNFPA/UNICEF/Aurélia Rusek



Programmes that integrated mental health and psychosocial 
support (MHPSS) helped make youth participation safer and 
more sustainable where distress, stigma or protection risked 
limiting engagement. 

Mental health and psychosocial wellbeing are
foundational to shape youth agency, resilience and
participation. They affect whether young people can
learn, work, access services, rebuild livelihoods,
engage in civic life and contribute to peace. This
makes MHPSS relevant to the effectiveness and su-
stainability of UNDP’s development work, including
reintegration, social cohesion and peacebuilding.

In fragile and post-conflict settings, distress,
displacement, stigma and insecurity can limit young
people’s ability to learn, work, mediate, reintegrate
or participate in civic life. Risks rise when young
people take visible roles in public or contested
spaces. Young mediators can also face political,
security, psychosocial, reputational and protection
risks.

Evaluations showed that youth participation was
more sustainable where UNDP-supported mediation
initiatives paired inclusion with mentoring, peer
support, safeguarding and referral pathways. These
measures helped women and youth mediators
sustain sensitive roles where social norms, exposure
risks or limited protection constrained participation.

In reintegration settings, MHPSS helped address
distress and marginalization that could block reco-
very and community acceptance. UNDP-supported
work was stronger when it combined MHPSS with
reconciliation, livelihoods and community-based
reintegration for returnees and vulnerable groups.
This made psychosocial support relevant not only to
health, but also to reintegration, social cohesion and
peacebuilding.

Youth programmes therefore need to treat MHPSS as
part of programme design and risk management, not
as an add-on. Programmes were better positioned to
sustain participation when they assessed psycho-
social and protection risks with young people, local
authorities, MHPSS and protection specialists,
peacebuilding partners and trusted community
actors. They were also stronger when they included
referral systems, worked through local support
structures, trained partners and mentors, and
supported staff and mediators’ wellbeing.06 Psychosocial support 
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Examples of UNDP programmes integrating 
youth wellbeing and MHPSS in fragile and 
recovery settings

06 Psychosocial support 

In SRI LANKA, the Expanded Support for 
Durable Resettlement and Reintegration 
project linked MHPSS to reintegration. UNDP 
and IOM worked with government 
counselling officers, divisional and district 
secretariats, community-based organizations 
and NGO service providers. The project 
supported conflict-affected groups, including 
displaced people, returnees, ex-combatants, 
youth and persons with disabilities. It used 
peer support, group counselling, upgraded 
counselling centres and training for 
government and NGO service providers to 
address protection and social issues.

In PAPUA NEW GUINEA, the Gender Transformative 
Psychosocial Support for Peace and Community 
Resilience project integrated MHPSS into local 
peacebuilding in Hela Province. UNDP worked with 
UN Women, UNFPA, churches, faith-based organiza-
tions, health workers, peace mediation teams, youth 
centres and community mobilizers. The project 
responded to weak local support systems by 
training community workers in psychosocial first aid, 
storytelling, sports, music, non-violent communi-
cation and cultural practices. It also strengthened 
referral systems.

UNDP Mauritania/Freya Morales

In IRAQ, UNDP-supported social cohesion and 
reintegration work combined MHPSS with 
reconciliation, livelihoods and community-based 
reintegration. It supported returnees and 
vulnerable groups, including families perceived to 
have ISIL affiliations. UNDP worked with local 
peace committees, civil society organizations, 
community leaders, local governments and IOM-
linked livelihood and reintegration initiatives. The 
projects helped reduce barriers linked to stigma 
and marginalization through psychosocial 
support, livelihoods and community reconciliation 
mechanisms. 
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