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Foreword Transitioning from adolescence to adulthood is often challenging for young people worldwide. However, in addition to
the inevitable uncertainties and questioning, these are also times of skills-building, exploration and intellectual, profes-
sional and physical growth. The systems in place to support children and youth during these times have the potential to
help them flourish or create additional bottlenecks and barriers.

More than 250 million children and youth aged 0—to—24 years live in MENA countries, comprising around 47 percent of
the total population. The rapidly growing population of children, adolescents and youth in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region opens numerous opportunities as well as myriad challenges that the region struggles to navigate. Harnessing
these opportunities for the MENA societies would mean achieving higher economic growth rates, greater equity and well-be-
ing, and better social indicators.

Despite widespread awareness of youth employment challenges in the region among governments, other labour mar-
ket actors (employers and workers) and academia, MENA’s youth unemployment rate has long been the highest in the
world. In 2019, just before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 29.7 per cent of young people aged 15-24 were neither em-
ployed, in school or receiving training. For young women that figure rises to a very worrying 42.4 per cent. The latest data
show that young people are still three times more likely than older workforce cohorts to be unemployed. Various factors
contribute to this situation, among which a key obstacle is the limited effectiveness of existing education and training
systems to equip adolescents and young people with the skills needed to secure their future as adults. This report rep-
resents an urgent call for investment in modernizing education and training systems and developing and implementing
job-creation strategies targeting youth.

The report is a result of collaboration between the ILO and UNICEF, with expertise contribution from the European Train-
ing Foundation, and the technical work conducted by Legacy Social Development, as part of a joint effort to seek young peo-
ple’s voices and inputs, along with other stakeholders’ suggestions, to find ways to address the bottlenecks hindering young
people’s transition to the labour market.

Due to their shared concern about the long-term implications of widespread youth unemployment, the ILO and UNICEF
joined forces to produce this report to inform engagement with policy makers on the issue of young people’s precarious
transition to the labour market and their search for decent jobs.

The report provides an original literature review on youth transitions from education and learning to labour market
and active life, identifies bottlenecks in policy and programmatic responses, highlights successful practices and provides
policy recommendations.

The study was originally commissioned to generate evidence and recommendations for presentation at the MENA Re-
gional High-Level Meeting on Young People’s Learning, Skilling and Transition to Decent Work held in Amman on 23-24 May
2022, convened by ILO, UNICEF, UNDP and UNFPA under the umbrella of the UN Arab States Issue-Based Coalition on Adoles-
cents and Young People.
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The meeting brought together over 300 participants from 18 countries, including government ministers and delegations,
the private sector, civil society and young people. Participants discussed best practices and made national voluntary commit-
ments regarding policies, institutions and the adoption of practices to enable effective transitions from learning to work in

response to rapid technological advances and changing labour market demand.

The recommendations offered here demonstrate immense potential for guiding implementation of the commitments
made by participating delegations to accelerate young people’s transition to decent jobs. The study also serves to set a base-
line for measuring the progress and results that are expected to result from continuing efforts in this critical area for adoles-
cents and young people across the Middle East and North Africa.

We hope you enjoy reading the study and look forward to advancing this agenda with you.
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Young people

must navigate a myriad of bottlenecks
and obstacles in their efforts to secure
meaningful employment with decent
wages, working conditions, and clear
pathways for career advancement. Over
the past three decades, governments
across the region have introduced a
range of policies and programmes
aimed at addressing youth transitions
to employment. However, most of these
efforts have been limited in scope and,
in the aggregate, have not had much
success in moving the needle on core
development outcomes.

YOUNG PEOPLE IN MENA FACE A PRECARIOUS TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO EARNING

Unemployment rates among MENA youth (ages 15-24 years) have been
the highest in the world for over three decades, reaching 28 per cent in 2020,
compared to the global average of 15 per cent. Despite differences in econom-
ic conditions across the range of MENA countries, almost all youth unemploy-
ment rates are higher than the global average, including young nationals in
the Gulf. The only exception is Qatar, which is able to provide public-sector
jobs to anyone who wants one.

Many young people, especially young women, opt out of the labour mar-
ket altogether. Less than 6 per cent of young women in MENA are employed,
by far the lowest share in the world. Yet, the rate of enrolment in education or
training is 50 per cent — higher than the global average and on par with young
men. The fact that women’s educational attainment has not translated into
improved labour market outcomes is affected by the region’s conservative
social norms and a widespread emphasis on traditional gender roles.

For marginalized groups, transition to work is even more difficult. Young
people in countries of conflict have limited access to education, and decent
work opportunities are few. Refugees are particularly susceptible to difficult
work conditions and vulnerable to exploitation. Young people in rural areas
have access to schools, but the quality of their education is lower than in
urban areas. They also have fewer economic opportunities. The COVID-19
pandemic exacerbated a number of these inequalities, with marginalized
communities unable to engage in remote learning.
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YOUNG PEOPLE IN MENA ARE CONFRONTED WITH DEFICITS IN OPPORTUNITY, SKILLS, AND AGENCY EDUCATIONAL REFORM EFFORTS NEED TO GO FURTHER

Overregulation has limited the ability of the private sector to grow
and create decent jobs. More than 75 per cent of young workers in the re-
gion work informally in low-wage jobs with limited benefits, job security,
or opportunities for career advancement. Increasingly, young people are
turning to self-employment in the so-called “gig economy”. While offering
greater flexibility, gig jobs lack steady pay, social protection, or organized
collective bargaining.

Students across the region are leaving school with credentials, but with-
out the knowledge and skills they need to succeed, such as creative thinking,
problem-solving and leadership skills. In a digitalized world, these skills are
increasingly in demand. Especially worrisome is the poor quality of technical
and vocational education and training (TVET). TVET institutions tend to use
outdated equipment, curricula and pedagogy, and are often unresponsive to
labour market needs.

Despite progress in school enrolment, learning outcomes remain weak.
MENA governments have focused on updating school curricula. Several have
undertaken more fundamental reforms, such as improving teacher quality
and training, integrating digital platforms, and reducing reliance on national
exams. Countries undertaking reforms have seen some improvements in stu-
dent achievement. However, results have been limited or temporary, suggest-
ing that such reforms do not go deep enough. Few have attempted to increase
autonomy within schools or teach critical thinking and independent enquiry
within the classroom.

Faced with limited opportunities, many young people develop a mind-
set of dependency, and look to the State to provide solutions. There is little
room for the kind of social or political participation that would allow them
to contribute to solutions. Young people who create their own opportunities,
say, through entrepreneurship, confront a difficult start-up ecosystem. As a result,
many young people end up migrating, even though this may not be their pre-
ferred course of action.

TVET systems in the region suffer from a lack of resources, outdated
equipment, curricula that do not reflect market needs, a lack of well-trained
instructors, limited hands-on experience, and social stigma. MENA govern-
ments have responded by developing stronger ties with the private sector
through dual systems and sectoral skills councils, which inform governments
on the skills needs of the market. These efforts should be expanded in scope
and scale. An important aspect of TVET reform remains to raise it from its
second-class status. This can be done through better funding and developing
national qualification frameworks (NQFs) to enable students to move be-
tween education tracks more easily.

Lifelong learning has become increasingly important at a time when
skill requirements are constantly changing. Young people must become life-
long learners, while employers must support employees to develop new skills
and provide opportunities for career advancement. There are few options for
young people and adults to access lifelong learning or second-chance training
programmes in the region. Current education and training systems are poorly
equipped to generate lifelong learning options. Nonetheless, some recent prog-
ress has been made with national frameworks. However, project implementa-
tion under these frameworks is generally poor.

ENABLING SUCCESS: SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO DECENT WORK IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA




TABLE OF CONTENTS ‘ EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ‘ POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS ‘ INTRODUCTION ‘ PART 1- PRECARIOUS TRANSITIONS ‘ PART 2 - BARRIERS AND BOTTLENECKS ‘ PART 3 - THE WAY FORWARD

JOB CREATION MUST BE A PRIORITY SUPPORT FOR TRANSITIONING YOUTH IS REY

Governments across the region have attempted to stimulate private-sec-
tor growth and job creation. They have promoted investment-friendly macro-
economic conditions, worked to improve the business environment, stream-
lined regulations, and expanded access to credit. However, their efforts to
promote free and fair competition - critical elements for firm growth - have
been only partially successful. MENA governments must continue to create
and expand spaces that do not give preference to insiders, such as free trade
and special economic zones, export-oriented industries, and emerging sectors
that rely on innovation and technology.

There is a lack of career guidance and limited information available to
support employment decisions. Young people know little about the types of
careers that might suit them and what jobs might be available when they
leave school, and little about entry-level positions and wages. They also lack
“employment skills” such as how to write a résumé or prepare for an inter-
view. MENA governments should improve and expand career guidance pro-
grammes and make up-to-date information about current and future job pros-
pects available to young people. Special attention should be given to making
career services accessible to all.

Governments have encouraged youth entrepreneurship as a way to
help young people create economic opportunities for themselves and for
others. They have expanded the provision of entrepreneurship education,
awareness-raising, enterprise support, and access to finance. They have also
supported business incubators, skills development programmes, mentoring,
and more. Despite these efforts, young people still find it difficult to start and
grow a business. One constraint is the widespread lack of access to finance.
Another is that programmes that support entrepreneurship generally only
benefit privileged youth and are difficult for others to access.

Young people have few opportunities to gain work experience before
their first real job. Very few take up an internship or apprenticeship, and vol-
unteering and social work are not common. There is also a stigma surround-
ing unpaid work. Young women face an added hurdle, as social norms dictate
that they work in formal settings. However, opportunities in the formal sector
are limited. In response, private universities have begun introducing compulsory
internships into their curricula. Youth-oriented organizations should tackle this
situation through programmes that legitimize internships and work experi-
ence, providing youth with a “shield” against social stigma.

The issue of mobility within work and career advancement has not re-
ceived much attention. In MENA, a young person’s first job is typically infor-
mal, with low pay, limited benefits and a lack of job security. As such, both pol-
icymakers and young people tend to fixate on the conditions of the job rather
than prospects for job mobility and career advancement. This is concerning
because, in terms of their life course, it is better in the long run to begin a ca-
reer in a low-paying job or apprenticeship that provides valuable experience,
skills development and rapid career advancement than a higher-paying job
that provides few such opportunities.

Some governments have turned to direct financial support for unem-
ployed youth, including wage subsidies, unemployment benefits and subsi-
dized training. Such programmes have not been found, in general, to be very
effective. The employment impact of wage subsidies tends to decay quickly.
Paid training and cash assistance decrease the urgency to find a job. However,
there are examples of successful subsidized internship programmes admin-
istered through the employer. A better alternative is to subsidize services that
young people need to access employment opportunities, such as financial
support for transportation and day care.
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THE WAY FORWARD - A NEW CALL TO ACTION

Despite decades of interventions, MENA countries have not been suc-
cessful at overcoming the barriers and bottlenecks hindering young people
as they attempt to transition from education to decent work. Youth unem-
ployment remains persistently high across the region and labour force partic-
ipation remains low, especially among young women. Education and skills
gaps remain; in some countries they have worsened. With few exceptions,
private-sector reforms have not led to an enabling environment for business-
es to grow, thrive and create enough decent jobs.

One issue is a fragmented policy environment and lack of coordination
among key actors. To address this, countries have introduced ministries of
youth to help coordinate youth policy. However, they often they lack suffi-
cient capacity and must rely on front-line ministries to deliver the proposed
programmes, services and reforms. Another issue is insufficient governance
with respect to the administration of policies and programmes, including a
lack of institutional capacity to implement ambitious strategies and limited
feedback mechanisms - vital for course correction.

Time is of the essence. Several global drivers of change are underway
and will affect economic, social and environmental outcomes across the
region and the world. These include climate change, demographic shifts, ur-
banization, technological change and a transition to renewable energy. Each
driver of change on their own represents an opportunity to develop better
options for young people. Together, they provide a strong incentive for coun-
tries to adapt and invest in reskilling their workforce, creating the potential
for rapid development and growth.

- | &
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Policy recommendations

GETTING THE BASICS RIGHT - LONG-TERM SOLUTIONS MUST BE STRUCTURAL

Education reforms should increase teacher training and au-
tonomy, create environments that can accommodate differential
approaches to learning, and create space for students to develop
critical thinking and enquiry. Systems must become better able
to adapt to changing conditions.

Governments must increase coordination among public
agencies serving youth. They need to update national youth
policies and ensure that priorities are harmonized within na-
tional budgets. These strategies should be linked to implemen-
tation plans and coordination mechanisms.

TVET must improve links to the labour market, engage the
private sector in skills identification and delivery, and increase
workplace learning. Governments should reduce the social
stigma surrounding TVET by building pathways to general edu-
cation tracks that are supported by NQFs.

Organizations serving youth must improve their monitor-
ing and evaluation (M&E) efforts. Policies and initiatives need
credible information on performance that can help identify
gaps in delivery, support course-correction decisions and iden-
tify programmes that fail to deliver meaningful results.

Governments must enable the private sector to grow and
create jobs. Reforms should promote export-oriented free zones
and innovation-driven growth sectors that can become globally
competitive and create jobs. They should also increase support for
youth entrepreneurship.

Governments must improve the implementation capaci-
ties of their agencies. This should include increased autonomy,
with space for innovation and learning from mistakes. Youth
organizations must become learning organizations and hubs
for policy innovation.

Young people need jobs that enable mobility and career
advancement. Reforms should expand initiatives that support
internships, apprenticeships and on-the-job training. Govern-
ments should incentivize firms to develop employee skills and
create pathways for advancement.

.
2
3
4

Governments and youth organizations must involve young
people in finding solutions to the issues that affect them and
contribute positively to developing their communication.
Young people should be involved in decision-making and poli-
cy development.

2
3
4
o

Policymakers, youth, and businesses need better information
to make decisions. Governments should enhance their labour
market information systems. They should expand career guidance
services to help youth identify the kinds of careers in demand
that align with their aptitudes and preferences.
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IDENTIFY, DESIGN AND SCALE UP PROMISING INTERVENTIONS

Governments should develop more human-centred and tar-
geted services that support young people’s transition, with input
from stakeholders and beneficiaries. These include providing
employability training, career guidance, job placement, subsidies
for transportation and day care.

Governments and youth organizations should expand
business and entrepreneurship training in schools and ensure
adequate access to finance, business development services and
mentorship support for young entrepreneurs, especially young
women.

- Governments must prioritize lifelong learning. Change is
coming more quickly than formal education systems can re-
spond. Young people need to develop skills that will allow them
to become better lifelong learners with the ability to access
resources that support continuous education.

Governments and the international community must ex-
pand educational opportunities for refugee children and youth.
They must also work to create more opportunities for refugees to
work in host communities or migrate to other countries where
such opportunities exist.
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education! While young people across
the world must navigate the often-chal-

lenging transition to stable and pro-
ductive employment, the barriers and
uncertainties faced by MENA youth are
particularly long and difficult, especial-
ly for those from the most vulnerable
groups in society. Young people must
navigate a myriad of bottlenecks and
obstacles as they strive to secure mean-
ingful employment with decent wages
and working conditions, and carve out
clear pathways for career advancement.
In MENA the search for decent
work can take years for young job-
seekers. Along the way, many discover
that the knowledge and skills they
acquired at school are not sufficient.
They discover that the kinds of pub-
lic-sector jobs that their parents had
access to are no longer available
and that the work opportunities and
wages on offer do not align with their
expectations or aspirations. They find
little in the way of accessible, useful
labour market information to guide
their career choice and job search.
They find themselves confronted by
fast-changing markets, driven by rapid
technological progress, but lack the

stuck in, precarious jobs that do not
offer the pay or opportunities for ad-
vancement they need to start a family.
Others, especially young women, opt
out of the labour market altogether.
The result is lost effort, wasted poten-
tial, increased vulnerability, and high
levels of frustration. In some coun-
tries, this frustration has spilled over
into social unrest.
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For decades, young people throughout!  lifelong learning skills to maintain Many young people attempt to es-
the MENA region have struggled to the relevance of their knowledge and  cape this reality by migrating in search
find decent work after completing their skills. Many eventually accept, and get  of better opportunities, often risking

their lives in the process. In 2021, almost
200,000 migrants and refugees attempt-
ed to cross illegally into Europe, mainly
from the Arab countries of Algeria, Mo-
rocco, Tunisia, and Syria, as well as from
Afghanistan.! Leaving their families and
communities behind, in many cases
paying traffickers to get them across,
migrating youth often exhaust their
savings and risk their lives to face the
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uncertainties of living illegally in prefer-
ence to the dearth of hope and opportu-
nity offered by their home countries.

Governments across the region un-
derstand the predicament of youth and
the difficulties they face in transitioning
from learning to earning and finding de-
cent work. Over the past three decades,
with technical support from interna-
tional organizations and financial sup-
port from donors, MENA governments
have introduced a plethora of policies
and programmes aimed at addressing
the various aspects of youth transi-
tion, such as skills development, career
guidance and entrepreneurship support.
However, at the aggregate level, these
efforts have not proved successful in
moving the needle on core development
outcomes. Overall skill levels remain
low and misaligned with the needs of
the labour market, unemployment rates
remain high (the highest in the world),
young women continue to opt out of the
labour market and most jobs continue to
be informal and precarious.

There are several reasons for the
lack of progress in improving overall
labour market outcomes for youth.
First, over the past three decades, the
MENA region has experienced a large
demographic youth bulge that placed
substantial pressure on education sys-

tems and labour markets. Such demo-
graphic waves can contribute to greater
economic growth and prosperity, so
long that the economies experiencing
them can create enough decent jobs

to absorb incoming cohorts. Unfortu-
nately, most countries of the region
were not able to do so. Second, most of
the policies and programmes designed
to support youth have been limited

in scope. Instead of taking a holistic
approach, programmes tended to nar-
rowly address specific aspects of the
transition. Focusing on one aspect of
the challenge at a time is not enough.

This report aims to summarize the
existing evidence on young people en-
tering the labour market, identify gaps
and bottlenecks in policy and program-
matic responses and highlight suc-
cessful practices and includes a set of
recommendations for policy discussion
and national and regional advocacy.

The report is divided into three
parts. Part 1 sets the context. It provides
an overview of the issue of transition
from learning to earning and finding
decent work. It identifies underlying
deficits in skills, opportunity and agen-
cy. It then highlights the experiences

of a range of young people in different
contexts. Part 2 then focuses on deficits
in learning, weaknesses in earning, and
gaps in support during the transition. It
discusses barriers and bottlenecks and
past public responses. Part 3 articulates
a call to action and draws attention to
the kinds of pending global challenges
that make the issue of youth transition
to employment more urgent than ever.
The report ends with an outline of poli-
cy recommendations.
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1.1. MENA and young
people’s transition into
work

i.  In most UN data and reports, youth are defined as
aged between 15 and 24 years. However, studies of
youth transitioning to work typically cover ages 15-29
years to capture those completing university. In this
report, we try to extend the data, whenever possible,
to include young people aged 15-29 years.

ii.  The countries covered in this report include Algeria,
Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Leba-
non, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, UAE and Yemen. Unless
otherwise stated, in this report aggregate data for the
MENA region covers these countries.

The term ‘Palestine’ in this report is used in reference
to what is alternative referred to by different entities
as the State of Palestine and the Occupied Palestinian
Territory. For ease of narrative, this report uses the
simple conventional names of countries and territo-
ries rather than full official ones. The designations
employed and the presentation of the material in this
report do not imply the expression of any opinion
whatsoever on the part of the authors, ILO, UNICEF
or ETF concerning the legal status of any country, ter-
ritory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning
the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

Young people across MENA face dif-
ficult and delayed transitions from
education to employment. The search
for decent work often lasts years,
giving rise to persistently high rates of
joblessness and unemployment. Unem-
ployment rates among young people
(15-24 years old)'in the region" have
been highest in the world at least since
1990 (FIGURE 1).? Between 1991 and 2019,
they hovered between 22 and 28 per
cent, compared with a global average
of between 9 and 14 per cent. In 2020,
unemployment was pushed higher by
the COVID-19 pandemic, with youth
unemployment in MENA reaching 28
per cent, compared with 15 per cent
globally.

It is interesting to note that, de-
spite stark differences in economic
conditions between countries, young
people across the region face simi-
lar difficulties in transitioning from
learning to earning. Youth unemploy-
ment rates are higher than the global
average across all income categories,
even in the high-income countries of
the Gulf. Since 2017, the highest youth
unemployment rates in non-conflict
countries have been in Algeria (39 per
cent), Jordan (37 per cent), Tunisia (35
per cent), Saudi Arabia (32 per cent
among nationals), Kuwait (27 per cent

among nationals), and Morocco (25
per cent).? In Palestine, youth unem-
ployment rates stand at around 40 per
cent. In open conflict countries, they
are even higher. The only exception

is Qatar, which has a small enough
national population that it can provide
public-sector jobs to all young nation-
als who want one. MENA countries of
all income levels also have low rates

of female labour force participation
and similar deficits in opportunities,
skills, and agency, thus impeding a
smooth and successful transition from
education to decent work. Throughout
this report, we present both a region-
al perspective on the issue, as well as
delve into country-specific contexts
and examples.

FIGURE 1. UNEMPLOYMENT RATES (AGES 15-24) BY REGION AND YEAR, 1991-2020
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SOURCE: ILOSTAT EXPLORER (2022)

NOTE: EAP = EAST ASIA AND PACIFIC; SSA = SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA; LAC = LATIN AMERICA AND
THE CARIBBEAN; ECA = EUROPE AND CENTRAL ASIA.
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Faced with a dearth of decent em-
ployment opportunities, many young
people across MENA opt out of the
labour market altogether. Among young
men, an estimated 11 per cent were nei-
ther in education or training nor in the
labour force in 2020 (FIGURE 2).* This
is one of the highest rates of inactivity
for males in the world, and under-
scores the fact that unemployment
among young men (23 per cent of the
labour force aged 15-24 or 8.8 per cent

of the total youth population) is the
highest in the world. However, in line
with their social role as breadwinners,
young men eventually come to accept
whatever job they can find, or migrate.
Thus, only 20 per cent of adult men
(aged 25 and over) are out of the labour
force, a proportion on par with, or even
less than, other developing regions. In
figures 2 and 3, students and inactive
populations are, by definition, counted
as being not in the labour force.

For young women the story is dra-
matically different. Young women have
very low rates of labour force partici-
pation (FIGURE 3), estimated at only 10
per cent in 2020, compared with the
global average of 31 per cent and 26 per
cent in EAP, the next closest region.
Furthermore, the unemployment rate
among young women reached 45 per
cent of the female labour force in 2020,
substantially higher than the global
average of 15 per cent and nearly twice

as high as their male counterparts. This
means that among the very small share
of young women participating in the
labour market, a large proportion are
unable to find acceptable employment.

FIGURE 2. MALE LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION STATUS BY AGE AND REGION, 2020

FIGURE 3. FEMALE LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION STATUS BY AGE AND REGION, 2020
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On the other hand, more than 50
per cent of young women in MENA are
enrolled in education or training. This
is on par with their male counterparts
and higher than the world average of
42 per cent. Indeed, women across the
region have made remarkable progress
in terms of educational attainment over
the past decades, closing the gender gap
in terms of years of education.® They
have especially excelled in higher edu-
cation. Across the region, the proportion
of women enrolled in tertiary institu-
tions grew, on average, from 10 per cent
in 1990 to 43 per cent in 2020,° sur-
passing their male counterparts whose
enrolment stood at 40 per cent in 2020.7

Yet, remarkably, such progress has not
translated into improved labour market
outcomes. Young women struggle to find
acceptable employment; most eventually
give up and drop out of the labour market
altogether. This represents a major un-
derutilization of human capital. As wom-
en have become increasingly well-educat-
ed, female labour force participation rates
have actually declined in some countries,
notably Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and
Yemen.® Researchers have dubbed this
phenomenon the “MENA paradox”? After
leaving school, the majority of women
choose not to work. In 2020 labour force
participation rates among adult wom-

en (aged 25+) stood at only 23 per cent,
substantially below the global average of
50 per cent, as well as the closest compar-
ative region, EAP (47 per cent).

Many factors lie behind women’s
inability or unwillingness to enter the
labour market. They may choose or feel
pressured to focus on family care and
raising children, especially given the
lack of policies that facilitate work-
life balance, such as flexible working
hours and affordable childcare. For
instance, young Qatari women enrolled
in university say that their top priority
once married is caring for their fami-
ly, irrespective of their education and
career goals.” Social norms also restrict
women’s labour force participation. In
patriarchal societies, men may consider
women’s employment threatening to
their status as household heads. They
may also be concerned about women
interacting with unknown men." Other
contributing factors include unequal
legal protection and lack of financial
inclusion. In 2018, for example, 73 per
cent of adult Egyptian women either
did not have a bank account or had
limited access to financial services, a 12
per cent gap compared with Egyptian
men.” In addition, women from periph-
eral and rural areas may face a lack of
adequate transport options.

Despite the low level of labour force
participation, when they seek work,
young women of the region struggle to
find acceptable employment opportu-
nities. They (and their families) prefer
jobs in the public or formal private
sector, which offer a more professional
work environment. However, opportu-
nities in the formal sector are few and
far between and discrimination also
plays a role. Employers are reluctant
to employ women, who are perceived

as more likely to be absent from work
or quit their jobs to tend to family
care responsibilities. Women also face
limited mobility and are reluctant to
work in locations away from home
that limit their ability to respond to
family needs. Collectively, these fac-
tors substantially prolong the search
for employment for young women and
push many to leave the labour market
and join the discouraged working-age
population.

MANY FACTORS LIE BEHIND WOMEN'S INABILITY OR
UNWILLINGNESS TO ENTER THE LABOUR MARKET.
THEY MAY CHOOSE OR FEEL PRESSURED T0 FOCUS ON
FAMILY CARE AND RAISING CHILDREN, ESPECIALLY
GIVEN THE LACK OF POLICIES THAT FACILITATE WORK-
LIFE BALANCE, SUCH AS FLEXIBLE WORKING HOURS
AND AFFORDABLE CHILDCARE.
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1.2. Deficits in
opportunity, skills,
and agency

There are a number of key factors be-
hind the high rates of youth unemploy-
ment and joblessness in the MENA re-
gion. First and foremost is the inability of
the region’s economies to create enough
decent jobs. Second, weaknesses in the
education system mean that young
people graduate without the knowl-
edge and skills required by employers.
Third, institutions reduce young peoples’
agency rather than empower them to
succeed and contribute to their country’s
development. In the end, after months
or years looking for decent, meaningful
work, most unemployed youth settle for
low-paying informal jobs that offer little
in the way of security and benefits, or
opportunities for advancement.

Limited economic opportunities

The deficit in decent jobs in the
formal sector can be traced back to
the public-sector development mod-
el pursued by most countries of the
region since the 1960s."” By the 1990s,
public-sector employment in MENA
had become the highest in the devel-
oping world." Public-sector wages were
also 30 per cent higher than those

in the private sector, a situation not
observed in other developing regions.”
However, many of these government
jobs were not linked to productive out-
put, thus representing a financial drag
on the region’s economies. The large
public-sector wages bill eventually
became financially unsustainable, and
governments were generally forced to
limit recruitment, greatly affecting the
employment prospects of young labour
market entrants.

PRIVATE SECTOR.

TODAY, EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES IN THE
PUBLIC SECTOR CONTINUE TO BE LIMITED AND MENA
GOVERNMENTS CONTINUE TO OVERREGULATE THE

To mitigate the decline in the public
sector’s ability to create jobs, starting in
the 1980s, MENA countries introduced
economic reforms to increase the role
of the private sector. However, because
of the social structures of political
economies of the region, these reforms
often ended up mainly benefiting
well-connected firms. The result was
that the formal private sector became
dominated by large low-productivity,
but connected firms that were unable
to create enough decent jobs."* Mean-
while, the private sector more broadly
remained highly regulated, ensuring
that unconnected firms could not com-
pete on a level playing field, thereby
stifling their ability to grow, formalize
and create decent jobs.”

Overregulation and rent-seeking be-
haviour allowed connected firms to sur-
vive even when they were not very com-
petitive, allowing them to undervalue
and under-invest in workers’ skills. As a
result, MENA firms are not well connect-
ed to global value chains. Indeed, to-
gether with sub-Saharan Africa, it is the
least connected region in the world.”
The economic structures of most coun-
tries of the region are based on the mod-
el of an unproductive consumer market,
with a labour market producing primary
and intermediate goods and unsophisti-

cated services. Such a model adds little
value and tends to employ workers with
low-medium skill levels. In Tunisia, for
example, agri-food and the car part in-
dustry often employ overqualified youth
who cannot find other jobs that match
their skill levels.

Today, employment opportunities in
the public sector continue to be limit-
ed and MENA governments continue
to overregulate the private sector. As a
result, economies are unable to create
enough decent jobs for the emerging
cohorts of young people. The situation is
exacerbated further by labour laws that
benefit existing workers at the expense
of new entrants.”* Importantly, firms
are reluctant to hire untested young
people, whom they cannot easily let
go if their skill set is not a good match.
As a result, young people continue to
struggle to find decent, meaningful
work in the public and formal private
sectors, and youth unemployment rates
remain high across the region.

Faced with this shortage of decent
employment opportunities, young peo-
ple often wait for years to find work in
either the public or formal private sec-
tor. During this time, they might queue
for a government job or register with
a public employment office, which
are available in most MENA countries.
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They might sign up with a training
provider to acquire additional skills or
certifications that could improve their
employment prospects. Some may seek
experience through internships or on-
the-job training, although such oppor-
tunities are few. Long spells of unem-
ployment, while waiting for the right
economic opportunities, prolong young
people’s transition to adulthood in oth-
er aspects of life, such as marriage and
family formation. This situation, coined
“waithood”, limits the ability of young
people to fully experience adult life.?!
Some families can afford to support
their adult children, giving them time
to find decent work. While family sup-
port can prolong the search for work,

it also serves as an important social
protection buffer.

In the end, however, there are simply
not enough jobs in the formal sector.
Thus, most young people are eventually
forced to accept a job in the unregulat-
ed informal sector. Vulnerable youth
without family support are forced to
accept the less-desirable jobs. These
jobs are characterized by low pay, few
benefits, poor working conditions, little
job security and few opportunities for
career advancement. More than 75 per
cent of workers aged 15-29 years old
work informally, either in the infor-

mal sector or in an informal job in

the formal sector.?? In Tunisia, Egypt
and Palestine, the informal sector
accounts for around 80 per cent of
youth employment (FIGURE 4). Some
young people see informal work as a
stepping-stone to a better job as part
of their transition. However, many find
themselves trapped in precarious work
conditions with few opportunities for
advancement.

And still, despite the size of the
informal sector opportunities remain
limited. Unregistered firms are reluc-
tant to grow beyond a certain point,
even those experiencing sufficient
demand for their products or services,
in order to avoid drawing the attention
of regulators and tax collectors.” This
constraint on firms stifles economic
growth and limits job creation.

FIGURE 4. INFORMAL YOUTH EMPLOYMENT BY SECTOR AND COUNTRY, 2013-2015
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Many young people are turning to
self-employment in the so-called “gig
economy” to secure a livelihood. While
the gig economy has long existed, it
has gained prominence with the rise of
digital platforms, such as ride-sharing
services (e.g. Uber and Careem), delivery
services (e.g. Talabat) and freelance plat-
forms (e.g. Upwork and Mostaq]l). The
gig economy is often touted as a way
for people to achieve greater flexibility
and freedom. Indeed, young jobseekers
often consider this a better option than
an unregulated job in the informal sec-
tor. Young women might be attracted to
the flexible working conditions. How-
ever, there are downsides. Securing top
ratings and ensuring that platform algo-
rithms direct customers requires quick
responses and constant engagement.
So, freedom and flexibility are more
hypothetical than real. Gig workers
also lack steady pay, social protection
and mechanisms for resolving disputes
with clients or platform operators.?* The
nature of digital platforms also makes
it difficult to unionize and engage in
collective bargaining.

The contraction in public-sector
employment across the region, with
few good private-sector alternatives,
has pushed many women into unem-
ployment or out of the labour market.

Women tend to prefer public-sector
jobs, which are more family-friendly
with shorter working hours and longer
maternity leave policies.”® Just 23 per
cent of principal business owners in
the region are women, lower than the
world average of 34 per cent.?® This is
due to gender-specific constraining
factors, such as the lack of access

to finance, the complexity of busi-
ness registration, and constraints on
women’s freedom of movement.” For
instance, women spend, on average, 10
per cent more time to register a busi-
ness.” Whether unemployed or out of
the labour force, the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) estimated that such
barriers to women'’s access to employ-
ment cost the MENA region US$575
billion a year.?

Inadequate learning and skills

Even as young jobseekers face a lack
of decent employment opportunities,
most young people are also unpre-
pared for the world of work. Young
people in the MENA region leave school
with some education credentials,

but their education generally fails to
provide them with the knowledge and
skills demanded by the labour mar-
ket. Employers throughout the region
complain they cannot find people with
the right skills to fill key vacancies,
especially for occupations requiring
technical, creative, problem-solving

or leadership skills. Thus, while young
people spend months looking for a
good job, firms spend months looking
for people with the right skills to fill
key vacancies. Educational attainment

OR LEADERSHIP SKILLS.

EMPLOYERS THROUGHOUT THE REGION COMPLAIN
THEY CANNOT FIND PEOPLE WITH THE RIGHT SKILLS TO
FILL KEY UACANCIES, ESPECIALLY FOR OCCUPATIONS
REQUIRING TECHNICAL, CREATIVE, PROBLEM-SOLVING

alone is not enough to secure decent
work. While the odds of being em-
ployed increase with higher levels of
education in some countries (e.g. Egypt
and Jordan),* they decline in others.

During the 1960s and 1970s, MENA
governments promoted educational
attainment by establishing it as a way
to access desirable jobs in the public
sector. As a result, the average years
of schooling increased faster than in
any other region.* To accommodate
the surge in student numbers, govern-
ments took an assembly-line approach
to education. More schools were built
and curricula were standardized.
Teachers relied on rote memorization
and standardized tests to handle the
large influx of students and young peo-
ple were pushed through a one-size-
fits-all system without concern as to
whether they were learning productive
skills, developing soft skills (e.g. critical
inquiry), or engaging in learning experi-
ences that suited their unique aptitudes
and interests. Thus, while educational
attainment increased dramatically, job
readiness did not.

Public education systems today
continue to teach in a mechanistic
fashion. Except for a handful of elite
institutions, most private schools
follow a similar approach. Facing large,
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ii.

While GCC countries tend to perform better on inter-
national tests than other MENA countries, it is worth
noting that they have large populations of expatriate
students who tend to perform relatively well on tests.

impersonal, bureaucratized education
systems, young people must memo-
rize textbooks and take standardized
exams to advance from one education
level to the next. There are limited
opportunities for classroom discussion,
creativity, critical thinking or team
projects — the kinds of activities that
develop problem-solving skills. When
governments started limiting pub-
lic-sector hires in the 1980s, turning to
the private sector to create jobs, edu-
cation systems continued to produce
standardized graduates, rather than
adjusting curricula to meet the more
dynamic and evolving needs of the
private sector.

Evidence suggests that students
leave school without acquiring the
right mix of knowledge and skills for
the labour market, indicating that,
overall, the quality of education is
still inadequate despite decades of
investment.** Some 10 MENA coun-
tries participated in the 2019 Trends
in International Science and Mathe-
matical Study (TIMSS), but not a single
country reached the international
benchmark average of 500 in either
mathematics or science (FIGURE 5). In-
deed, no MENA country has achieved
the benchmark score in any test year
going as back as far as 1999."

Furthermore, a relatively large pro-
portion of students across the region
scored below the “low benchmark”
level of 400. In Morocco, 59 per cent
of eighth graders scored below 400 on
mathematics and 52 per cent scored
below 400 on science, compared with
15 and 13 per cent, respectively, of

students globally (FIGURE 6).* Indeed,
in no MENA country did fewer than 20
per cent of students score below the
low threshold on either test.

FIGURE 5. AVERAGE TIMSS SCORE BY COUNTRY AND SUBJECT, EIGHTH GRADE, 2019
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FIGURE 6. SHARE OF STUDENTS SCORING BELOW 400 ON TIMSS BY COUNTRY, 2019
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Deficient pedagogy tends to fol-
low MENA students into university.
For example, the law school of Cairo
University, one of 12 law schools in
Egypt, had around 40,000 students
in 2015** — an incredibly large number
given the needs of the country. Large
class sizes make interaction between

students and lecturers all but impossi-
ble. Teaching staff are understandably
overwhelmed by the numbers and try
to keep things moving as tightly as
possible. A related problem is that there
are too few career guidance mecha-
nisms steering young people towards
majors that are in demand in the
labour market.*

Young people also lack technical
and essential life skills, underpinned
by a general lack of critical inquiry
throughout their schooling, from ele-
mentary school all the way through to
university. Both technical and essen-
tial skills are associated with greater
productivity and one way to assess
them is by examining the metric of fi-
nancial return for each additional year
of schooling. Studies consistently find
that, globally, the MENA region has
among the lowest rates of financial
return for a given level of education.
One recent review of the international
literature found that each additional
year of education in the MENA re-
gion increased wages by 5.7 per cent,
compared with the global average of
8.8 per cent (table 1).*® Another study
found that rates of return to educa-
tion in the region are high for primary
education, but low for secondary and
tertiary education, resulting in low

aggregate rates overall.*” This suggests
that the central issue is less one of
developing foundational skills in early
years, but one of developing technical
and essential skills during the forma-
tive years.

In addition to the low rates of fi-
nancial return to education, reflected
in low salaries and wages, a number
of studies have highlighted the limited
economic returns to society relative to
education in the MENA region, finding
a weak relationship between educa-
tion and economic growth.* This fur-
ther emphasizes that education and
skills development do not meet the
needs of the labour market. The fact
that many students leave school with-
out appropriate knowledge and skills
is especially worrisome in a world
that is increasingly interconnected
by technology. Workplaces are being
transformed through digitalization,
automation and artificial intelligence.
Computers will increasingly replace
people in activities that require in-
formation retrieval and repetitive
tasks. Where humans will excel and
complement computers is in areas of
creativity, problem-solving and lead-
ership skills, precisely the essential
skills that employers say are lacking in
young people of the region today.*
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EDUCATION (%) BY REGION, 2000-2009

TABLE 1. YEARS OF SCHOOLING AND INCREASE IN WAGES FOR EACH ADDITIONAL YEAR OF

WORLD

OVERALL RATE
OF RETURN

LAC 1.0 7.3
SSA 10.5 5.2
EAP 8.7 6.9
SA 81 4.9
OECD 8.0 9.5
7.3 9.1

ECA
e s

8.8

75

8.0

SOURCE: PSACHAROPOULOS AND HARRY ANTONY PATRINOS (2018)
NOTE: THE RATE OF RETURN ON EDUCATION CAPTURES THE AVERAGE PERCENTAGE INCREASE IN
EARNINGS ASSOCIATED WITH EACH ADDITIONAL YEAR OF EDUCATION.

The issue goes deeper still. Many

children entering primary school today

will work in occupations that do not
yet exist.** In the digital era, advanc-
es in technology call for new skills
seemingly overnight. It has become
more difficult to anticipate which

job-specific skills will be required next.

This uncertainty places a premium on
essential life skills that enable people

to adapt quickly to changing circum-

stances.” An emphasis on lifelong
learning, and an ability to unlearn and

relearn, will become especially im-
portant. This is worrisome in a region
where educational institutions focus
exclusively on teaching to the curric-

ulum and where students rarely take

the initiative to search for knowledge
outside the classroom.

Especially worrying is the poor
quality and second-tier status of TVET
institutions, which tend to use outdat-
ed equipment, curricula and pedagogy.
They also tend to be dissociated from
practical applications and experience.
Only a few TVET institutions in a hand-
ful of countries coordinate their curric-
ula and training with the private sector
through, for example, internships and
dual training programmes. Jordan is
one such country that has introduced
national sector councils and, as a re-
sult, has had strong outcomes within
its TVET systems.*> However, in most
MENA countries, TVET students tend to
graduate with outdated skills.* Fur-
thermore, across the region, students
and their parents perceive TVET to be a
second-tier, dead-end track. It is gener-
ally considered a pathway for students
who failed to get into university, offer-
ing few opportunities for students to
re-join regular education tracks.

These realities are reflected in the
weak average financial returns to edu-
cation for TVET graduates. In the case
of Egypt, for example, a comparison
of returns from vocational secondary
schooling and the returns from acquir-
ing skills outside the education system
found that vocational schooling offered
no additional return.* This is unfor-

tunate as many of the technical skills
required to work with computers and
robots can be taught in 2-year techni-
cal college courses rather than in more
expensive and time-consuming univer-
sities. However, this would require gov-
ernments to allocate sufficient resourc-
es to TVET institutions. While TVET
can be a more cost-effective alternative
for preparing young people for the job
market, TVET systems across the region
are not funded well enough to develop
meaningful reforms.* MENA countries
need to revamp their TVET systems to
make them relevant and cutting-edge.
TVET needs to be a choice that stu-
dents aspire to and work towards, not a
place they try to escape from.

MENA youth also lack sufficient
knowledge about the labour market
because of a lack of labour market in-
formation systems, as well as access to
career guidance and work experience.
As a result, their expectations about job
opportunities and building a successful
career are skewed. Instead, young peo-
ple rely on job postings on social net-
work sites and personal connections.*
Expectations have a social dimen-
sion. A 2014 study on unemployment
among tertiary-educated Jordanian
youth found that “reservation prestige”,
whereby youth decline to interview for,
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or accept, low-prestige jobs, contrib-
utes to unemployment.”” This extends
even to work experience opportunities,
including internships.

Finally, it is important to note that
education and training systems in the
region are not gender responsive. Part
of the persistently high rates of unem-
ployment among young women is due
to their preference, or pressure from
their families, to pursue fields of study
that offer fewer employment oppor-
tunities in the labour market, such
as languages and arts, together with
their lower propensity to enter fields
of science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM), which enjoy
greater demand.*® However, male-dom-
inated industries can discriminate
against women, perpetuating and rein-
forcing a cycle of exclusion and self-se-
lection. This is especially the case for
TVET, as many women graduating from
TVET institutions struggle to get jobs
in industries that discriminate against
them, and this discourages other wom-
en from pursuing these education and
career options.

Limited agency and space to create
their own opportunities

Delayed and incomplete transitions
from learning to earning and finding
decent work have resulted in wasted
potential, as young people wait, often
for years, before they begin to build
their lives and contribute to economic
development. This postpones other
aspects of their transition to adulthood,
including marriage and family forma-
tion. Delayed transitions have become
a source of frustration, contributing

to social tensions, which have occa-
sionally spilled over into social unrest
and political instability. According to
the 2018/2019 Arab Barometer, economic
issues, including decent employment
and access to quality social services, re-
main the top concern of young people
in most MENA countries, followed by
concerns over governance and corrup-
tion (FIGURE 7).

FIGURE 7. MOST IMPORTANT CONCERN BY COUNTRY, AGES 18-29 YEARS, 2018-2019
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Faced with limited opportunities and
perverse incentives, many young people
develop a mindset of dependency, look-
ing to the State to provide job opportu-
nities. This attitude has been reinforced
by a public-sector led development
model and public expectations that the
public sector is responsible for creating
economic opportunities and jobs. In
recent decades, however, faced with
growing fiscal constraints, most MENA
governments have withdrawn from this
commitment. Yet expectations persist.
Administrators of youth organizations
interviewed for this report bemoaned
a culture of dependence among youth
that prevents many of them from taking
the initiative to develop their own skills
and careers.

Young people who do decide to
create their own opportunities by be-
coming entrepreneurs often confront
a difficult start-up ecosystem, with
limited support. Business regulations
are especially difficult for start-ups —
hardly surprising given that successful
firms might eventually disrupt their
industries and challenge the status of
connected firms. The share of young
people engaged in the early stages of
entrepreneurship in the MENA region
is small at 9.2 per cent, compared to
other regions (e.g. 16 per cent in the

LAC region).*® While some countries
have made progress in creating hubs
and incubators for business develop-
ment, it is difficult to access most of
these resources. Furthermore, access
to credit is limited. Only 34 per cent
of MENA youth own an account at a
financial institution or mobile-money
service provider, compared with 56
per cent globally (FIGURE 8).*' Here too,
several countries have created pro-
grammes that extend credit to youth-
led start-ups. However, the impact of
these programmes is unclear.

Faced with a dearth of employment
opportunities at home, many young
people migrate to either outside the
region or within the region — espe-
cially the Gulf. Migration is a form of
agency; however, it is usually a choice
made under considerable strain and
may not be a young person’s first
choice if viable alternatives had been
available in their home country. A
2018-2019 survey showed that a ma-
jority of young people aged 18-29 had
considered emigrating (FIGURE 9). For
most, the reason was primarily eco-
nomic, followed by education (FIGURE
10). While 35 per cent of young people
in Lebanon in 2018 had considered
emigrating, by the time of the 2020
Arab Youth Survey a financial crisis

FIGURE 8. FINANCIAL ACCOUNT OWNERSHIP BY REGION, YOUTH (AGES 15-24), 2017
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had rocked the country and the share
of Lebanese youth (ages 18-24) want-
ing to emigrate had doubled to 77 per
cent. Young Lebanese today are seek-
ing any available opportunity abroad,
even if it does not match their skills or
wage expectations.>

While the Gulf states have served
as an important valve, accommodat-
ing much of the excess labour in the
region, this role is expected to decrease
as revenues from oil and natural gas
decline. In addition, Gulf countries

also struggle with their own youth
employment issues. Faced with high
public-sector wage bills, most Gulf
countries are no longer able to provide

a government job to all young nationals
who want one. However, most young
nationals lack the skills required by the
high-wage technical jobs offered by the
private sector, and most are unwilling to
accept low-paying unskilled positions.
This mismatch of skills and preferences
leaves opportunities available for foreign
workers from the region and elsewhere.

Finally, a major concern regarding
agency is that young people who want
to draw attention to their economic
marginalization have few avenues for
airing grievances. The 2010 Arab unrest
was sparked by a young Tunisian street
vendor, who resorted to a desperate act
of self-immolation after being denied an
audience with local authorities to com-
municate his grievances. There is little
room for social or political participation,
and no path for young people to contrib-
ute to the political process. As a group,

MENA countries have been ranked the
least free in terms of political freedoms
and civil liberties of any region in the
world.** Additionally, MENA countries
rank low on civic space and openness.*
This lack of social and political partic-
ipation deprives young people of con-
tributing towards their community’s
development or improving their lives
and livelihoods. The result is a loss of
potential energy as young people lie idle
and underutilized, leaving countries and
the entire region worse off.

FIGURE 9. EVER THOUGHT ABOUT EMIGRATING BY ORIGIN COUNTRY, YOUTH (AGES 18-29), 2018-2019

FIGURE 10. REASON FOR EMIGRATING, YOUTH (AGES 18-29), 2018-2019
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1.3. Different
circumstances, unequal
outcomes

As young people across MENA
struggle to transition successfully
from learning to earning and find-
ing decent work, marginalized and
vulnerable groups face additional
hurdles and difficulties to those
discussed above. We have noted how
young women face social constraints
to finding employment. In addition,
marginalized areas are not receiving
the investments they need from cen-
tral governments to grow and thrive.
Rural communities face pressures of
climate change, while urban areas
face population pressures caused by
rural-urban migration. There is also a
growing disconnect between rich and
poor people, reflected in increasing
inequality and economic exclusion,
that may foreshadow social tensions
that lie ahead. Furthermore, the region
has experienced serious armed con-
flicts, which have resulted in large
populations of displaced persons and
refugees. More recently, the COVID-19
pandemic has exacerbated imbalanc-
es in learning and skills delivery, and
dampened labour demand.

Refugees and youth in conflict coun-
tries experience the worst

Young refugees and youth living

in conflict-stricken countries face
extremely difficult realities in school
and in work, let alone the transition
between the two. In 2018, an estimat-
ed 40 per cent of Syrian adolescents
aged 15 to 17 were out of school, in-
creasing the risk of child labour, early
marriage and other forms of exploita-
tion.> In war-struck Yemen, more
than 2 million school-age children
are deprived of education because the
government is unable to pay teach-
ers’ salaries. In addition, one in five
schools in Yemen can no longer be
used.>® In refugee host countries such
as Lebanon, the demand for publicly
funded education, driven by the influx
of refugees, is straining the public
education system.

Transitioning to work in conflict
countries is extremely difficult, and
few jobs exist. Traditional work op-
portunities are few and salaries are
shockingly low. In Syria, a public-sec-
tor employee with a university degree
earns around US$30 a month. This
is barely enough to buy bread for a
family, let alone pay for rent, clothes,
transportation and other necessities.

© UNICEF/UN0199383/Djibouti/2018/Noorani
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Youth unemployment rates are esti-
mated at 75 per cent in Syria, around
70 per cent in Yemen, and 50 per cent
in Libya. In post-conflict Iraq, youth
unemployment rates are around 26
per cent, but work is precarious.’
Refugees living in host communi-
ties across the region are also mar-
ginalized when it comes to employ-
ment. Driven by their dire livelihood
conditions, they are among the most
vulnerable to exploitation and sus-
ceptible to accepting difficult working
conditions, such as undocumented

work in the informal sector, child
labour, low wages and long working
hours. Most often, they are employed
in informal seasonal jobs that are un-
attractive to citizens (e.g. agriculture
and construction) and, sometimes,
they are legally constrained to work
only in these sectors, as is the case
of Syrian refugees in Lebanon.*® In
addition, weak enforcement of labour
laws, such as wage protection, means
that refugees are often paid below the
national minimum, with no health
insurance.*

IN THESE AREAS.

ADOLESCENTS AND YOUTH LIVING IN RURAL AREAS
TYPICALLY FACE MORE DIFFICULT TRANSITIONS THAN
THEIR URBAN COUNTERPARTS. THIS IS PRIMARILY DUE
T0 THE LIMITED RANGE OF ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES

Rural communities lag behind

Large disparities between rural and
urban areas, in terms of development
and welfare, means that rural regions
are less developed with lower quality
infrastructure and public services,
higher poverty levels, and often lower
economic productivity.®® For chil-
dren, disparities in access to education
between rural and urban areas have
narrowed in most countries where they
used to be significant, such as Algeria
and Egypt, but they have increased in
others, like Sudan.® Persistent patterns
of early school dropout and low school
retention at primary and lower second-
ary levels are reinforced by systematic
inequalities. In general, dropouts in
the region come from the poorest rural
households, with girls from disadvan-
taged families outnumbering boys.®
Young students from urban ar-
eas perform better on standardized
tests than those from rural areas.
For instance, in Morocco average test
scores for fourth and eighth graders
on TIMSS are, on average, 8.5 per cent
higher for urban students than for
rural students.®® Lower scores are pre-
sumed to be an indication of lower ed-
ucation quality in these areas, which
impacts students’ skills development

and, therefore, their future work and
life outcomes.

Adolescents and youth living in
rural areas typically face more difficult
transitions than their urban coun-
terparts. This is primarily due to the
limited range of economic opportu-
nities in these areas. Young people in
marginalized communities also lack
opportunities to develop skills or access
finance for their projects and activities.
Most migrate to urban centres, seeking
higher education and jobs. But often
they find themselves in low-paying
jobs in the informal sector or suffer-
ing long periods of unemployment.®
Rural-urban gaps are also observed in
other labour market outcomes, such as
wage differentials. Area of residence
and family background are found to be
among the largest predictors of unex-
plained variance in wage disparities in
Egypt and Jordan.®

ENABLING SUCCESS: SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO DECENT WORK IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA



TABLE OF CONTENTS EXECUTIVE SUMMARY | POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS INTRODUCTION

PART 1- PRECARIOUS TRANSITIONS

PART 2 - BARRIERS AND BOTTLENECKS

PART 3 - THE WAY FORWARD

The poor and vulnerable struggle more

Education systems in the region do
not offer equal opportunities to all
persons. While all MENA countries
provide free public education, access
can be an issue for vulnerable com-
munities.®® The tendency for educa-
tion quality to be lower in vulnerable
communities creates a disadvantage for
adolescents and youth living there in
terms of knowledge and skills devel-
opment. Although public education is
formally free, the quality is generally

HIGHER LEVELS OF EDUCATION OR VOCATIONAL
TRAINING REQUIRE RESOURCES NOT AVAILABLE T0
EUVERYONE EQUALLY, SUCH AS PARENTAL SUPPORT
AND PRIVATE TUTORING.

low, typically requiring supplementa-
tion with private tutoring. This places
low-income and marginalized groups
at a decided disadvantage. These fac-
tors accumulate; a young woman from
a low-income, displaced family in a
peripheral area faces multiple barriers
to accessing education, placing her at
great risk of under-education and early
marriage.

Furthermore, higher levels of educa-
tion or vocational training require re-
sources not available to everyone equally,
such as parental support and private tu-
toring.*” Household wealth is the leading
driver of inequality of opportunity in ed-
ucation, followed by the educational level
of the household head.®® A comparison of
education level of the richest urban men
to the poorest rural women revealed high
disparities in several countries, with large
gaps in Yemen and Morocco, followed
by Egypt and Iraq.* For children and
youth from rural areas, households of the
lowest wealth quintiles, and households
with less educated parents, the likelihood
of them attending a higher education
institution lags far behind their counter-
parts from wealthy urban areas.

Unfortunately, little progress has been
made to close these gaps over time. On
the contrary, middle-income countries
such as Jordan and Egypt have shown

larger disparities over time between the
most and least fortunate when it comes
to primary and secondary school com-
pletion rates.”® Inequality of educational
opportunity peaks above secondary
education.” In Egypt, the probabilities of
reaching higher education are far from
equal; fewer than 9 per cent of young
men from the least advantaged house-
holds attain higher education compared
with 97 per cent for those from the most
advantaged households.”” Jordanian
youth also face unequal opportunities
in accessing tertiary education with
worsening disparities over time, driven
mainly by differences in family wealth.”
Young girls are persistently less likely
than boys to ever attend school in most
countries, except for Jordan and Tunisia,
where the gender gap for school atten-
dance is in favour of girls.”

Inequities beyond one’s circumstances
are often transmitted to the labour mar-
ket and other life aspects. Labour mar-
kets are far from perfect, and individuals
are not always rewarded for their abili-
ties, skills, merit or effort. Individual and
familial social markers, such as gender,
class, parental employment and area of
residence affect labour market outcomes
and how rewards are allocated, leading
to human capital underutilization and
loss of untapped potential. In the MENA
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region personal and family connections
play a big role in helping young people
secure employment. Referred to as wasta,
such connections are pervasive across

all segments of society. The system is
reinforced by the oversupply of jobseek-
ers, and grants those with connections
access to scarce positions.

Like education systems, labour
markets in MENA foster inequality.”
Marginalized youth struggle to make
their way through unequal education-
al systems, then struggle to transition
into work, and again within work.
Stuck in a biased system, they are un-
able to move up the social ladder. Even
after controlling for unequal human
capital and experience levels, sub-
stantial labour market variations are
observed in the region. While some
of this variation can be explained
by variation in effort, circumstan-
tial disparities based on factors like
gender and geography are significant.
For instance, circumstantial differ-
ences in first-job wages amount to 16
per cent and 12 per cent in Egypt and
Jordan, respectively. These factors
play an even bigger role over the long
term, with circumstances explaining
nearly 30 per cent of wage differences
in Egypt and 18 per cent in Jordan, 5
years after graduation.”™

COVID-19 made matters worse

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the
MENA region’s vulnerabilities and ex-
acerbated its challenges, testing health
sector capacities, weakening fragile
economies, and revealing institutional
deficits. These impacts are likely to be
long-lasting and deepen pre-existing
challenges with respect to development
and governance. Once schools were
forced to close, the region’s digitalization
gap became obvious, as remote-learn-
ing mechanisms were lacking in many
communities.”” While some countries
switched to remote learning, others
lacked capacity. For example, internet
penetration in conflict-stricken coun-
tries (i.e. Libya, Sudan, Syria and Yemen)
is less than 35 per cent. In 2020, it was
estimated that 40 per cent of the re-
gion’s students across all educational
levels did not benefit from any remote
learning initiative.”

The most vulnerable in society were
significantly affected by these shocks.
The ranks of the poor swelled by some
14.3 million people to encompass one
quarter of the total Arab population.
During the second quarter of 2020, the
region lost an estimated 17 million full-
time jobs, with youth among those first
affected. Women were also dispropor-

tionately affected economically by the
pandemic. In addition, migrant workers,
recipients of humanitarian aid, refu-
gees, and those forcibly displaced also
faced higher vulnerabilities.”® In Iraq,

for instance, the child poverty rate was
estimated to have doubled following
the pandemic with greater exposure to
different kinds of child exploitation.®
Meanwhile, a survey examining the
impact on Iraqi women revealed that
they struggled to access health services,
possessed less decision-making pow-
er, and assumed more family and care
responsibilities, further reducing their
participation in the labour market.®
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2.1. Rethinking learning

Part 1 discussed the issues facing young
people’s schooling in the MENA region.
This section examines the underlying
factors behind weak education and
training systems, and explores why re-
form efforts have not been successful.
It also touches on educational attain-
ment among vulnerable groups, includ-
ing refugees and adolescents living in
marginalized areas. We distinguish be-
tween general education, which leads to
university, and TVET, and argue strongly
for more fluidity and less segmentation
between the two tracks. Finally, this
section touches on the issue of lifelong
learning, a concept not common in the
region but one that is expected to gain
in importance with increasing digitali-
zation and automation.

Strengthening the relevance and
quality of education

Young people transitioning from
learning to earning should be able

to expect that their education and
training prepared them properly for
the world of work. However, MENA
youth often discover that they lack
the knowledge and skills they need to
succeed in the labour market. Formal
education systems generally do not
meet global standards and are typi-
cally disconnected from the realities
of work.#* Most systems do not take
into consideration the labour market’s
needs in terms of skills, and lack stra-
tegic interconnection and engagement
with the private sector to bridge this
gap in a way that reflects countries’
sustainable development capabilities.®*

As noted in Part 1, no MENA coun-
try has met the global average on any
TIMSS test.®* A Brookings report found
out that 56 per cent of primary stu-
dents in participating MENA countries
and 48 per cent at the lower secondary
level are not even learning foundational
skills appropriate for their respective
education levels.®> COVID-19 school
closures aggravated the situation and
the share of children suffering from
learning poverty (i.e. unable to read and
understand a simple text by the age of
10) could increase by 60 to 67 per cent
across the region.®®

According to the 2021 Arab Youth
Survey, nearly 90 per cent of respon-
dents had concerns about their coun-
tries’ educational quality.*” MENA youth
who pursue higher levels of education
frequently face the “dead end of unem-
ployment”.®® Also, despite higher en-
rolment rates across the region, school
dropout rates at the lower tiers of
education remain higher than in other
regions of the world and insufficient
effort is made to retain students.®
Policymakers know that their edu-
cation systems are producing weak
outcomes. Out of 18 MENA countries
covered in this report, only three (Iraq,
Libya and Sudan) have not participat-
ed in at least one international assess-
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ment of learning outcomes (TABLE 2). attention has been given to investing in
Fourteen of the 15 MENA countries updating school curricula. This makes
that have participated in TIMSS have sense, as outdated curricula have been
done so numerous times, and eight identified as a key issue in the region
have participated in a related assess- and are at least partly responsible for
ment, the Progress in International student underachievement on interna-
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). Nine tional assessments. However, updating
countries have participated at least curricula is only one of the necessary
once in the Programme for Interna- steps in improving student learning.

tional Student Assessment (PISA)
administered by the OECD.

Thus, most MENA governments
receive a “report card” at least once
every four years to help them assess
how well their students compare to
students in other countries. MENA
policymakers are thus aware that
their students are underperforming
on international assessments. They
are also aware that educational re-
forms, while possibly contributing to
better learning outcomes, have not
been able to bridge the gap with the
rest of the world.

MENA governments have responded
to these issues. Over the past two de-
cades, they have worked with interna-
tional organizations, private consulting
firms, donor countries, and other insti-
tutions to identify weaknesses in their
respective education systems and to
develop policy prescriptions for improv-
ing them. In terms of reforms, special

© UNICEF/UNO0718437/Syrian Arab Republic/2022/Deeb
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Education systems of the region also
continue to support outdated teaching
techniques. Teachers, working in dif-
ficult conditions with low salaries and
little prospects of career development,
rely on the use of rote memorization
at the expense of developing the more
time-consuming critical thinking,
teamwork, and other essential skills.
One key driver behind this phenome-
non appears to be that education sys-
tems remain stuck in a credentialism
trap.” The goal for many young people
is to obtain a degree or certificate that
qualifies them for a job in the public or
formal private sector, neither of which
is especially responsive to merit-based
skills. So, schools, teachers, parents and
students are incentivized to focus only
on the knowledge required to pass ex-
ams. In Tunisia, the education system,
with its governance and pedagogical
fronts, is designed to help students
reach the final secondary level without
necessarily retaining much knowledge
or developing the kinds of skills that
support a STEM orientation.”” While the
role of the public sector in employment
has weakened over time, the focus on
credentials, which do not necessarily
reflect actual skills, remains strong.*®

Indeed, other incentives have devel-
oped that serve to reinforce the status

quo. Three particular factors stand

out: (1) a large influx of young people
over the past two decades following

a demographic wave; (2) bureaucratic
structures that provide financial incen-
tives to teachers and administrators

to maintain the national examination
system; and (3) a governance structure
that discourages taking the initiative,
autonomy and critical inquiry. **

First, the past three decades have
witnessed large increases in the num-
ber of students and expanding class
sizes. These were the result of both in-
creasing enrolment rates and a demo-
graphic wave between 1980 and 2000.
This made individualized teaching
difficult and placed financial pressures
on school systems. While governments
responded by building more schools
and hiring more teachers, schools also
developed an assembly-line approach
to education to accommodate the
influx of new students. This approach
resulted in uniform knowledge dis-
semination, reducing the diversity of
knowledge and skills of students and
ignored the kinds of skills demanded
by the labour market. This is often re-
ferred to as a “skills mismatch” prob-
lem. The assembly-line approach also
led to a reduction of teacher training
and professional development. Thus,

across the region, teachers lack expo-
sure to learner-centred pedagogies and
modern teaching techniques. Instead,
they have continued to rely on rote
memorization, excessive examinations
and, sometimes, corporal punishment.
Students, in turn, are expected to fol-
low the teachers and absorb informa-
tion rather than think for themselves.

Second, as student numbers in-
creased, governments restricted access
to post-secondary education options by
raising the level of difficulty of national
exams. An informal system of private
tutoring emerged to help students
prepare for national exams and obtain
degrees and certificates.®
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Teachers use this system to sup-
plement their salaries, which tend to
be fairly low. Understandably, teach-
ers are reluctant to support moves to
replace credentialism with a focus on
skills development. Private tutoring
also contributes to the maintenance
of unequal access to higher education
as many low-income families cannot
afford to pay tutors. Nevertheless, pri-
vate tutoring is widespread; in Egypt
some students devote more time to
their tutors than to their schooling.
The system has become self-reinforc-
ing and government efforts to ban
the practice have so far been unsuc-
cessful.”®

Third, public school principals have
been given little autonomy to modify
the system; nor have administrators
and teachers. Teachers in MENA coun-
tries have considerably less autonomy
than those in OECD countries.” This is
no surprise; schools reflect the power
structures of the societies in which
they operate. MENA societies tend to be
autocratic in nature. In general, male
family heads wield unquestionable au-
thority within the family. Private busi-
nesses tend be micromanaged from the
very top. The MENA region is the low-
est ranked of all the regions covered
in most democracy indices, including

Freedom House and the Economist
Intelligence Unit Democracy Index.%®
While educational institutions could,
potentially, take the lead in preparing a
new generation of enlightened leaders
who can overcome the autocratic social
tendencies of the past, they must first
actively and deliberately break away
from these structures. This will not
be easy. It would require government
support and the active participation of
young people, their families and com-
munities to create a new approach to
learning.

The rigidity of public education
in MENA is preventing schools from

adapting to emerging global challenges.

For example, despite the rising demand
for green and digital skills, schools and
universities are largely failing to adapt,
thereby continuing the skills mismatch
between young graduates and the
needs of potential employers. COVID-19
further exposed weaknesses and exac-
erbated vulnerabilities. Unable to shift
towards alternative modes of teaching
online (with accompanying pedagog-
ical shifts), schools in many countries
closed for extended periods — more
than 30 weeks in Morocco and Tunisia,
and nearly 50 weeks in Libya.*® Sim-
ulation exercises suggest that, unless
school systems take urgent action, the

number of children unable to read and
understand a simple age-appropriate
text could increase by from 60 per cent
to close to 70 per cent.'*®

Several countries have attempted to
go beyond updating curricula, building
more schools and improving teacher
training by attempting more funda-
mental reforms to address deeper un-
derlying issues. These include increas-
ing the focus on skills development,
integrating digital platforms and re-
ducing the reliance on national exams.
Helping students develop the ability to
acquire and apply knowledge requires
reducing class sizes, improving teacher
quality and training, increasing autono-
my within schools and classrooms and
encouraging an environment of critical
thinking and inquiry.

Countries of the Gulf have been at
the forefront of these reform efforts,
thanks to plentiful financial resources.
Over the past 15 years, governments
of the Cooperation Council for the
Arab States of the Gulf (GCC) have
established national quality assur-
ance agencies, along with teacher
training and accreditation initiatives.
They have also introduced national
standardized tests to monitor student
performance.” Jordan dedicated extra
efforts to its K-12 education systems
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in the early 2000s, placing it ahead

of other Arab countries in terms of
educational reforms."”* More recently,
Jordan, Egypt and Tunisia have incor-
porated learner-centred pedagogy, and
Tunisia is introducing comprehensive
reforms with a focus on twenty-first
century skills and life skills. Howev-
er, evidence on the impact of these
efforts is not yet available.

Some countries are also moving
to improve access to digital learning,
although this is not a magic bullet.

Any existing vulnerabilities in the
education system are transposed onto
digital education as well. Digitalizing
dysfunctional systems simply results in
dysfunctional digital systems. Digital
platforms need to be accompanied by
updated pedagogies, teacher training,
adapted learning materials and oth-

er fundamental reforms in order to
respond to the labour market’s ever
changing needs.”” Egypt’s Education
2.0 initiative is trying to address these
issues as part of a massive effort to im-
prove skills-based education and digital
learning in the country.**

While few evaluations have been
conducted to assess the effectiveness of
these educational reforms, some con-
clusions can be drawn from the avail-
able evidence. First, countries undertak-

ing educational reforms have generally
seen improvements in student achieve-
ment on standardized international
tests, notably Bahrain, Egypt, Oman,
and Qatar. However, these improve-
ments have not been enough to lift
average student test scores above inter-
national median benchmarks. Further-

+  Pushing for learning emphasizes foundational skills in early child-
hood, as well as essential skills and lifelong learning in later years, ensur-
ing that teachers and school leaders are qualified, effectively used and
incentivized to develop professionally, and developing a modern, learn-
er-centred pedagogy that systematically integrates twenty-first century
skills and promotes inquiry, creativity and innovation.

more, while improvements have been

witnessed in countries that at one time
or another have been at the forefront of
educational reform, such as Jordan, Ku-
wait and Lebanon, these were followed
by declines in test scores when reform
efforts ebbed. In the case of Jordan and
Lebanon, such reversions were no doubt
exacerbated by the refugee crisis, which
placed pressures on the countries’ edu-

+  Pulling for skills requires a calibrated reform effort. Policymakers
must ensure that the private sector is allowed to grow and become com-
petitive, and that the civil service does not send contradictory signals on
credentials. Employers will then be incentivized to shift from focusing on
credentials to demanding skills. Parents and students will then demand
skills from their education systems, leading to a virtuous cycle by increas-
ing pressure for further reforms.

cation systems and contributed to weak

performance. However, many educa-
tional reforms, while offering tempo-
rary improvements, do not address the
root causes of the problem. Educational
reform needs to be treated as an ongo-
ing process, not a one-off effort.
Moving forward requires a multi-
faceted, multisystem approach that

+ A pact for education involves all members of society, including pol-
iticians, business people, community leaders, parents, teachers, adminis-
trators, and students. Tensions between divergent stakeholder goals need
to be addressed and interests aligned. This requires a unified vision and
strong leadership to rally support around common national goals. A new
pact requires reconciling investments and resources with priorities.

can move the region out of its low-lev-
el equilibrium. A recent World Bank
report offers guidance and solutions to
unleash the region’s education poten-
tial. The flagship report suggests adopt-
ing a “push, pull, pact” framework:'%°
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Fixing TVET

TVET systems are the backbone of

a vibrant economy. Most jobs do not
actually require years of university ed-
ucation, but rather strong technical and
vocational skills. Such vocations cover
occupations as divergent as plumber,
mechanic, teller, medical technician,
nursing assistant and so on. The coding
skills required to design digital applica-
tions can be taught in less than a year.
More than half of the workforce gener-
ally work in jobs that require vocational
skills. Vocational careers can provide
decent work and paths to advance-
ment. However, TVET systems — not
only in the MENA region, but across
much of the world - have not lived up
to this role.”® TVET has been relegated
to a second-class status, which stu-
dents and their families try to avoid.

In much of MENA, TVET institutions
lack resources — modern equipment,
infrastructure, materials and facilities.
They also lack well-trained instructors
and trainers, as well as quality teacher
training. Ideally, TVET curricula should
be forward-looking, and anticipate fu-
ture demand by remaining up-to-date
with technological changes. However,
TVET graduates often find that their
skills are inadequate and that they

need to upskill or reskill to secure a job.
Furthermore, opportunities for upskill-
ing and reskilling are lacking. Continu-
ing education and training are neglect-
ed and fragmented in most countries.
Even where funds might be available
through training taxes, the offerings
are limited.”*® Upgrading TVET systems
will require substantial investments
in facilities, technology, curricula and
teaching staff. It would be a huge
undertaking, but one that could pay
off handsomely if done right. Donors
have funded upgrades to TVET systems
in the region on a temporary or pilot
basis, with positive results. However,
allocations need to be part of national
budgets to make them sustainable.
Further, TVET curricula are typically
not developed in consultation with the
private sector and do not consider the
needs of the market. Successful TVET
systems include consultative mecha-
nisms with private industry councils
and labour market information sys-
tems. They rely on feedback to identify
skills gaps and have the flexibility to
update topics and material on a con-
tinuous basis. Students are provided
with practical experience through
internships, apprenticeships and dual
systems that balance classroom edu-
cation with on-the-job training. TVET
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systems in most MENA countries,
however, have none of these attributes.
They use outdated curricula that do not
consider the needs of the market, and
provide little in the way of hands-on
experience. Furthermore, TVET systems
are overly centralized in terms of skills
planning and budgeting. Centralized
decision-making limits local relevance
and stifles innovation. It limits the
space for TVET centres to engage the

private sector to facilitate work experi-
ence and job placement.

One of the main challenges of TVET
in the MENA region is the social stigma
associated with being a second-class
education track. Some countries,
including Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and
Morocco, have attempted to propagate
positive attitudes towards TVET and
campaign to reform its image. However,
public perceptions are reinforced by the

low quality of the curricula and outdat-
ed equipment."® Also, TVET students
are generally those who fail to receive
high enough grades on national exams
to enter the general education track.
Top TVET students are prevented from
re-joining the general education track
or enrolling at universities after grad-
uation. This reinforces the notion that
TVET is a dead-end second-class edu-
cation track. Creating more flexibility
to move between education pathways
is key to removing the social stigma
associated with TVET.

As a result of these deficits, TVET in-
stitutions suffer from high disengage-
ment and dropout rates. Policymakers
have consistently identified TVET as
an area of priority. International or-
ganizations and donors have offered
technical and financial assistance to
improve TVET systems throughout the
region. Reform efforts have focused on
updating the curricula and acquiring
more modern equipment. They have
also attempted to improve the linkag-
es with market needs by introducing
private industry skills councils, which
provide guidance and feedback to TVET
administrators on labour shortages and
the areas where training efforts should
be focused. Some countries have also
experimented with dual system mod-
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The nine industries and sectors include chemicals and
cosmetics, plastic and rubber, logistics, construction,
information and communication technology, agricul-
ture, tourism and hospitality, leather and textiles, and
water and energy.

els in a handful of institutions. One of
the more famous examples was the
Mubarak Kohl Initiative — Dual Sys-
tem (MKI-DS) initiative, introduced
in Egypt in 1992 and informed by
Germany'’s well-regarded experience
with dual systems and apprenticeship
programmes (see case study 2). In
2018-2019 Egypt introduced “applied
technology schools”, a new collabora-
tion between the Ministry of Education
and Technical Education, the private
sector and international accreditation
institutes. While this is an important
development, it is still a partial achieve-
ment; more components will need to
be overhauled for it to be effective.
Jordan tried to address the discon-
nect between its TVET system and the
private sector by establishing nine"
sectoral skills councils, tasked with ad-
vising TVET providers on the training
and skills needs for each occupation.™
In Morocco, the Strategy on Vocational
Education and Training for 2021 seeks
to improve the quality and access to
TVET through collaborations and a
more coherent approach to stakehold-
ers. The reforms aim to enhance coop-
eration between TVET institutions and
employers to identify the skills required
in different parts of the country. Re-
gional commissions will be established

as partnership bodies of universities,
employers, government institutions
and trade unions, and will coordinate
TVET activities, foster collaboration,
manage regional programmes and
evaluate their effectiveness. Morocco
has made significant strides in terms of
dialogue and cooperation with the pri-
vate sector, but both the quantity and
quality of training programmes need
to be improved to close the skills gaps.
Demand is estimated to be twice as

high as the number of available TVET
places, leading to a selection process
that deprives many young people of
opportunities, especially girls and rural
youth.

TVET systems across MENA have
also been criticized for their high
degree of fragmentation. Responsi-
bility for delivering programmes is
distributed across a range of agencies,
ministries and other entities. Defini-
tions of terms and target groups are
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inconsistent. What is meant by youth?
Who is considered unemployed, un-
deremployed or not in education,
employment or training (NEET)? Such
inconsistencies can create overlaps in
targeting or neglect certain groups."
What is required is a measure of coor-
dination and quality assurance across
entities, rather than more centraliza-
tion. Even more than general educa-
tion, TVET systems need to be flexible
and responsive to changing market
demands. This requires a measure of
decentralization and autonomy at the
institutional level which, as we have
seen, is often lacking in the region.

However, flexibility and autonomy
also require a strong monitoring and
accountability mechanisms, which
are also lacking. Jordan, for example,
established a Technical and Voca-
tional Skills Development Commis-
sion (TV-SDC) in 2019, in line with its
National Strategy for Human Resource
Development. The Commission in-
cludes the Technical and Vocational
Skills Development Council with such
members as the Minister of Education,
the Minister of Higher Education, the
Secretary-General of the Ministry of
Labour, the Accreditation and Quality
Assurance Commission for higher ed-
ucation institutions, representatives of
the private sector, and representatives
of the tourism, industrial, commercial,
construction, communications and
health sectors.™

Another important issue is that
most education and training systems
in the region, and across much of the
developing world, are not responsive to
the struggles of young women in the
labour force. There are many industries
where women are underrepresented.
Rather than playing a positive role in
helping young women overcome barri-
ers to participation, TVET systems of-
ten reinforce gender workplace norms
by dissuading young women from

joining training programmes, thereby
maintaining social barriers to female
participation in these sectors. This
may also represent good-intentioned,
if misplaced, efforts by administrators
and trainers to dissuade young women
from joining industries they know are
discriminatory and from which many
young women ultimately drop out.
Indeed, young women are generally re-
luctant to work in firms and industries
that have few other women. Regardless
of the intention, such gendered seg-
mentation within training contributes
to a self-reinforcing cycle of exclusion
from certain industries, and the labour
market more generally. TVET reforms
must take these dynamics into account
and position the system to serve as

a positive force for advancing social
inclusion.

Raising the reputation of TVET will
require that TVET systems are ade-
quately funded. MENA governments
currently tend to assign far more re-
sources to the more prestigious general
education track and to universities.
Limited financing is the main reason
why TVET institutions are unable to
employ trained teachers and trainers,
or offer the most appropriate equip-
ment with the latest technology. Other
areas of reform in TVET financing
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includes decentralized skills planning
and budgeting, creating production and
service centres at TVET institutes, and
performance-based budgeting.

While TVET continues to be dominat-
ed by public institutions, private ven-
dors and NGOs also play a role. Some,
such as Luminus Technical College in
Jordan, are highly regarded for provid-
ing excellent training and work closely
with public and international institu-
tions to support youth. Some NGOs,
such as American Near East Refugee
Aid in Lebanon, also provide training.
Although limited in coverage, these are
demand-driven with respect to the busi-
ness sector’s needs for graduates skilled
in information technology (IT), busi-
ness and agribusiness." However, most
private vendors offer training of dubious
quality with limited oversight from
public authorities. They tend to focus on
skills that can be taught in classrooms,
such as accounting, business, languag-
es, and computer coding, while leaving
more expensive training that requires
heavy equipment or large workspaces to
the public sector.

The private sector plays a role in
building the skills of young people by
making training opportunities avail-
able to staff and supporting on-the-job
training. Firms benefit from higher lev-

els of productivity brought about by a
more capable and motivated workforce.
In MENA, the private sector has not,
arguably, played as big a role in this
regard as is could have. Governments
can unlock employer resources for
TVET financing through various means,
including public—private partnerships
(PPPs), apprenticeship programmes,
dual training systems, tax credits,
incentives and more. However, en-

© UNICEF/UNI227461/Jordan/2019/Herwig

gagement with the private sector also
requires governments to substantially
improve their M&E capacities to ensure
that resources are not misallocated and
that firms meet basic workplace health
and safety requirements.

An important step in turning TVET
into an education pathway of choice
among students is ensuring that stu-
dents can move between education
tracks more easily. More focus should

be placed on enhancing the vocational
pathway by better integrating TVET in
general education, establishing links
with higher education, and introducing
career counselling for TVET students."™
Why should qualified secondary TVET
graduates not be able to study engi-
neering at a public university? Why
should a post-secondary TVET graduate
not be able to continue to a graduate
programme in business administra-
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tion? If there are issues and concerns
with the quality of the TVET curricula in
preparing students for such transitions,
then the solution is to improve the TVET
curricula and better prepare students,
not prevent students from pursuing via-
ble education tracks outside TVET.

More robust national qualification
frameworks would give more weight
to competencies and qualifications,
instead of relying exclusively on creden-
tials. NQFs allow for a more flexible and
efficient education system by weaving
together general education, technical
and vocational education, and higher
education into a harmonized quality-as-
sured system. They define pathways
and equivalencies, which provide ac-
cess to qualifications and assist peo-
ple to readily move between different
education sectors, as well as between
these sectors and the labour market.
Several countries (Egypt, Jordan, Oman,
Morocco, Tunisia and the UAE) have ex-
perimented with such systems, offering
valuable lessons. Education systems
should allow for multiple alternative
pathways to learning and ensure that
they are certified and linked with the
formal education system. This will help
develop an inclusive education system
that caters for all population groups,
including those most vulnerable.
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Educational attainment in conflict
countries and among the most vul-
nerable

The MENA region is home to large
populations of vulnerable communi-
ties that have uncertain and limited
access to education. As a share of the
population, the region hosts propor-
tionally more refugees and displaced
persons than anywhere else in the
world. Between 2011 and 2019, armed
conflict in Syria, Libya and Yemen
cost of the lives of 750,000 people and
resulted in the outward migration of
6 million people while, internally, 11
million more were displaced."”

Armed conflict has devastated
educational infrastructures, greatly af-
fecting educational outcomes. In 2018,
an estimated 5.8 million Syrian chil-
dren (97 per cent of the total) needed
educational support, and roughly 40
per cent of school infrastructure was
damaged, destroyed, converted to
shelters or no longer accessible."® A
2017 assessment found that 52 per cent
of seventh graders and 35 per cent of
eighth graders could not read at the
equivalent level of second grade, and
63 per cent of seventh graders and 46
per cent of eighth graders could not
solve a second-grade math problem."

In Yemen, 4.1 million children (54 per
cent) were in need of educational sup-
port, and around 1.9 million children
were out of school.””® By September
2017, 256 schools had been completely
destroyed and another 1,413 were par-
tially damaged because of airstrikes
and shelling. In addition, two thirds of
teachers had not been paid in over a
year, affecting their ability to continue
teaching.” Pre-conflict Libya was al-
ready suffering from weak infrastruc-
ture. But by 2016, some 558 schools
had been affected by the crisis, of
which 30 were destroyed and 51 were
being used by displaced persons.'*
Some 300,000 children were in need
of educational support, amounting to
20 per cent of school-age children.”
Humanitarian organizations have
resorted to informal schooling to cover
gaps.'*

The direct impacts of conflict on
school infrastructure and human
capital are compounded by the gener-
al lack of basic necessities, including
electricity and heating, books and
other school supplies, not to mention
the physical damage to roads and
transportation systems, disruption of
family livelihoods and the rise of food
insecurity, affecting students’ ability
to learn and pressuring families to

take their children out of school to
work or get married. Indeed, the inci-
dence of early marriage among young
women has increased dramatically
in conflict countries. In addition, the
psychological trauma of war has had
a severe impact on the mental health
of children and youth, blunting their
ability to learn or even imagine how
schooling can improve their future
lives.

Similarly, children in refugee com-
munities face difficulties accessing
education. While the enrolment rate
of refugee children in basic education
(ages 6-14 years) is around 60 per cent
or higher, enrolment rates decrease
dramatically at secondary level.'*®
In response, host countries and the
international community have made
substantial efforts. The No Lost Gen-
eration Initiative has brought togeth-
er humanitarian and development
partners from UN agencies, local and
international NGOs, donors and host
governments to collectively mobilize
resources for children and youth af-
fected by war and conflict in Syria and
Iraq. Collective efforts have prevented
at least 2.5 million Syrian children
from being out of school.?® In Jordan,
e-learning and innovative education
initiatives are helping children return
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to the classroom through programmes
such as the Kolibri platform, which

is aligned with the Jordanian curric-
ulum.'” Jordan also recognizes prior
learning for Syrian refugees.

The lack of secondary and post-sec-
ondary education carries over to a lack
of vocational training opportunities.
Even Jordan, which ensures access to
education for Syrian refugees, is re-
luctant to include vocational training.
Ostensibly, host countries claim they
are preventing refugees from displac-
ing national workers. However, barriers

to training are often much broader,
excluding refuges from vocations for
which there is excess demand in the
market, such as sectors where nationals
do not want to work, or export-oriented
digital platforms that are far removed
from the local labour market. Overly
restrictive policies limit the ability of
refugees to earn a living, thereby main-
taining their dependence on human-
itarian assistance. They also prevent
young refugees from developing key
work skills for when they eventually
relocate back to their home countries.

Supporting lifelong learning

Vocationally relevant lifelong learning
is becoming increasingly important
in labour markets where skills re-
quirements are constantly changing.
Both employers and jobseekers need
to be aware that learning does not stop
when students leave school, especially
when the formal system does not pro-
vide young people with the appropriate
skills. Young people need to become
lifelong learners, even after they secure
a job, while employers need to facilitate
opportunities for employees to develop
skills and advance in their careers."”®
Governments must provide training
facilities, establish connections with
private-sector stakeholders, and en-
sure that experts develop and update
training content and that sufficient
training spaces are available. In addi-
tion, it is crucial to ensure adequate
access to quality lifelong learning TVET
programmes, particularly for disadvan-
taged and marginalized youth, includ-
ing young women, young migrants and
refugees, youth living in rural areas
and youth with physical or learning
disabilities.

The need for lifelong learning is
clear. Individuals at different stages of
their careers may require training or re-
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training when they transition between
jobs, find themselves in prolonged peri-
ods of unemployment, or when forced
to migrate. Access to lifelong learning
is essential for lifelong development.
Lifelong learning is also important in
the context of providing people with a
second chance at obtaining the kind of
education and training they need. Of-
ten this means simply acquiring basic
literacy and other skills to secure a spe-
cific job. The number of adults possess-
ing a low level of literacy is relatively
high in the MENA region, representing
more than 50 million adults,'* and the
number seems to be on the rise, mainly
in areas of crisis and conflict.

However, there are few options for
young people and adults to access
lifelong learning and second-chance
training programmes in the MENA
region. Structural challenges, such as
lack of vision, the absence of compre-
hensive legal and policy frameworks,
insufficient financial investment,
and poor quality of educators and
programmes have meant that, until
relatively recently, lifelong learning
was not seen as a priority. The oper-
ating assumption has been that, after
young people leave school, they enter
stable and secure employment in the
public sector or formal private sector.

Labour regulations make it difficult
to fire workers in formal employment
and the lack of effective competition
makes these jobs relatively secure.
However, the reality is that most
young people cannot access formal
employment and end up changing
jobs and careers, sometimes multiple
times. Furthermore, rapid advances in
technology and digitalization are put-
ting secure jobs at risk - all the more
reason for governments to introduce
lifelong learning opportunities to help
workers keep their skills up-to-date, or
reskill in the event of job losses.
Nonetheless, positive developments
towards lifelong learning have been
witnessed in the region. For example,
in 2018 Lebanon adopted a national
strategic framework for TVET that
allows for lifelong learning. However,
the implementation of lifelong projects
has been poor."° Since 2011, vocational
training centres under the Ministry of
Social Affairs have provided only tradi-
tional crafts courses. The ministry has
a limited budget, and its training pro-
grammes have not kept pace with local
industry needs because of the high cost
of equipment and expertise. Instead,
short vocational training courses have
been developed in cooperation with
NGOs and affiliated social development

centres. These efforts have allowed the
ministry to establish a local presence,
facilitating local development and life-
long learning projects. ™

In Jordan, although there is no clear
national policy for lifelong learning,
universities have embraced the concept
in their missions and practices. Most
Jordanian universities have training
centres that offer specialized courses
in computing and technology, modern
languages, business administration,
accounting and finance, educational sci-
ences, graphic design, nursing and more.

Lifelong learning is a complex
process. It requires engagement and
commitment from learners, employ-

ers, training institutions and other
stakeholders. While successful lifelong
learning systems increase the employ-
ability of participants, it is important
to consider business and employer
interests.'® Furthermore, it is crucial to
enhance collaboration between public
and private TVET providers in order

to optimise outreach and accessibil-
ity for lifelong TVET that keeps pace
with the requirements of the labour
market. MENA countries must upgrade
and improve the current TVET struc-
tures but do so in a way that ensures
that lifelong learning considerations
are adequately built in and taken into
account.
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2.2. Unlocking earnings

Educational reform is only one aspect
of helping youth to transition. Even

if young people were to emerge from
schooling with relevant knowledge and
strong technical and life skills, delayed
transitions will continue to persist
without sufficient decent jobs, result-
ing in persistently high unemployment
rates among educated youth. Tunisia,
for example, has high levels of univer-
sity completion, but in 2017 the unem-
ployment rate among young university
graduates was over 60 per cent.*

The main factor behind the high
rates of unemployment and low rates
of labour force participation is the
dearth of decent employment op-
portunities. The public sectors of the
region are unable to absorb new labour
market entrants, while the private
sector is composed of large, politically
connected firms often sheltered from
competition. Small informal firms are
prevented from growing. Institutional
and regulatory barriers also prevent
young people from starting their own
businesses and creating opportunities
for themselves and for others. Pri-
vate-sector growth and job creation
have stalled. The prevalence of infor-
mal work and lack of labour market
dynamism have also limited career
advancement and wage progression. To
that end, MENA countries must remove
obstacles to private-sector development
and growth, support youth entrepre-
neurship, and support young people as
they seek to advance their careers and
transition within work.

Private-sector development and job
creation

Arguably, the most critical element
in the decades-long efforts to tackle
youth unemployment in the MENA
region has been the issue of job
creation, particularly in the formal
private sector. In part, this is because
of declining productivity and the lack
of structural reforms. More crucially,
the dearth of decent employment op-
portunities is the single most import-
ant factor behind the persistently high
rates of youth unemployment and
rising levels of informal employment
in the region.”*

Formal employment outside the
public sector is increasingly limited
because of restrictive business envi-
ronments across the region. Excessive
regulation pushes costs onto firms,
lowers productivity and hinders
competition, all of which limit firm
growth and job creation.”® Connected
firms rely on lower-level service pro-
vision and low-productivity industrial
output rather than shift to high-value
services and highly productive indus-
tries, including those with the poten-
tial for job creation and global integra-
tion, such as the IT sector, renewable
energy, and the green economy. For

ENABLING SUCCESS: SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO DECENT WORK IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

49



TABLE OF CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

PART 1- PRECARIOUS TRANSITIONS

PART 2 - BARRIERS AND BOTTLENECKS

PART 3 - THE WAY FORWARD

unconnected firms, administrative
burdens, demonstrated by long wait-
ing periods for permits and a high
number of approvals required to start
and run a business, adversely affect
job creation. Additionally, the lack of
transparency and consistency of tax
authorities slows down firm growth
and, subsequently, labour demand."¢
As a result, most firms end up operat-
ing in the informal sector, especially
in North Africa where employment
rates in the informal sector among
youth are as high as 80 per cent in
Tunisia and Egypt.”*’

The inability of MENA economies to
create enough decent work opportuni-
ties in the private sector is a result of
the region’s unique political economy,
whereby the State maintains predom-
inant control over the private sector.
In addition to overregulation, MENA
governments often reserve econom-
ic privileges for business elites with
strong ties to the establishment.”* For
example, in Tunisia, the majority of
connected firms operate in industries
that enjoy foreign direct investment
restrictions.” In Lebanon, large con-
nected firms have been found to be
less productive than smaller, uncon-
nected firms."° Studies have shown
how restricted competition, coupled
with significant energy subsidies, con-
strain job creation by pushing firms to
rely on capital and machinery instead
of labour.”

In addition to limited job creation,
connected firms are less inclined to
pursue environmental, social and
governance (ESG) objectives than
firms that are accountable to public
regulators and answerable to private
investors.

Finally, despite positive attitudes
towards self-employment,'** the lack
of resources available for entrepre-
neurs prevents many from pursuing

this career path.'* In a 2017 survey of
entrepreneurs jointly conducted by
the World Bank Group and the World
Economic Forum, only 65 per cent of
survey participants reported that they
received mentorship, and less than 40
per cent reported that they underwent
entrepreneurship training."** Except for
a few initiatives in the venture capital
space, such as Egypt’s Flat6Labs and
Sawari Ventures, start-up networks
are largely absent in the region."*
Furthermore, according to the Glob-
al Entrepreneurship Monitor, lack of
profitability and restricted access to
finance are responsible for over 70 per
cent of business exits in Morocco and
Jordan."*® Loans to small and medi-
um-sized enterprises (SMEs) account
for the smallest share of bank loans
in the Middle East, with most going
to larger, often politically connected,
firms."” Data from 2011 show that, in
most Middle Eastern countries, only

8 per cent of loans went to SMEs."®
The effects of business restrictions are
more severe in contexts where securi-
ty and infrastructure deficiencies are
widespread, such as the West Bank,*
or in conflict countries, such as Syria
and Yemen. As a result, the region
has boasted globally low rates of firm
entry — about 1.2 new limited liability

ENABLING SUCCESS: SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO DECENT WORK IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA



TABLE OF CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

PART 1- PRECARIOUS TRANSITIONS

PART 2 - BARRIERS AND BOTTLENECKS

PART 3 - THE WAY FORWARD

companies per 1,000 working-age pop-
ulation were registered over the 10-
year period between 2006 and 2016."%°
Governments and international
organizations across the region have
recognized the importance of stim-
ulating private-sector development.
Its potential for driving job creation
and economic growth can be facili-
tated through, for example, ensuring
investment-friendly macroeconomic
conditions, improving the business en-
vironment, enhancing the efficiency

of public services, streamlining regula-
tions and expanding access to capital
and credit.

MENA governments have been able
to improve business environments by
enhancing the efficiency of public ser-
vices. One way has been to digitalize
applications, permits and payments.
For example, in 2019, Bahrain intro-
duced an online platform for obtain-
ing building permits.” By making
processes faster and more transpar-
ent, businesses in the region are now

facing fewer obstacles and can divert
money and time to more productive
uses. To the same effect, governments,
including the UAE, have streamlined
many procedures, such as business
registration.”?

MENA governments have also
moved to make the business envi-
ronment more financially secure.
Increasingly, governments (e.g. Jor-
dan) are revising insolvency laws to
allow weak firms to exit the market
or restructure their debts and are
improving access to credit ratings for
banks and other financial institu-
tions.™ In 2001, Morocco established
the Casablanca Technopark, which
provides office space and support to
IT-based companies and start-ups,
and has inspired the establishment
of multiple techno-parks in the
country.”* Notably, GCC countries
have made progress in terms of ease
of starting a business over the last
decade, establishing agencies to sup-
port SME development and financing
(such as Oman’s Riyada). Free trade
and special economic zones have also
been established to bypass restric-
tive regulations (the UAE has 45 such
economic zones). GCC countries have
also introduced innovation hubs and
business incubators, such as Bah-

ENABLING SUCCESS: SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO DECENT WORK IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA



TABLE OF CONTENTS EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

PART 1- PRECARIOUS TRANSITIONS PART 2 - BARRIERS AND BOTTLENECKS

PART 3 - THE WAY FORWARD

rain’s International Investment Park
and Saudi Arabia’s Prince Abdullah
Science Park.”*

However, government efforts to
promote free and fair competition
often fail to materialize during the
implementation stage. Much of the
private sector remains linked to
government through contracts, mak-
ing private-sector activity not only a
function of political connectivity, but
also of government rents.”® This is the
case in high-income countries with
substantial hydrocarbon rents, as well
as middle-income countries that have
fewer sources of income, but nonethe-
less maintain a rentier economy. Even
in low-income countries experiencing
conflict and underdevelopment, rent-
ier systems persist. This creates mar-
ket distortions through encouraging
myopic decision-making (e.g. hiring or
promoting labour based on nepotism
as opposed to merit), rent-seeking
behaviour and restrictions on firms’
ability to grow.

Consider the economies in con-
flict or financial crisis, as with Ye-
men and Lebanon. It is unrealistic
to expect such governments to pro-
mote private-sector growth and job
creation. Their focus should be on
managing the crisis, resolving it, and

ensuring humanitarian aid flows. At
the same time, governments should
allow individuals and firms to func-
tion with minimal interference and
allow them to create jobs and support
economic activity. Unfortunately, this
is not what happens. The economies
of countries in crisis continue to be
dominated by insiders. Governments
even look to benefit from the flow

of international humanitarian assis-
tance."”’

MENA governments should con-
tinue to pursue policies that level the
business playing field, such as reduc-
ing administrative barriers to firm
entry and growth.”® In rentier states
where insider access is a reality not
easily reversed, governments can cre-
ate spaces that do not give preference
to insiders, and then work to defend
and expand them. These spaces in-
clude free trade and special economic
zones, export-oriented industries that
can drive growth and create jobs, and
sectors that rely on innovation and
technology that require a dynamic
investment climate and a meritocratic
employment system to thrive.

Encouraging youth entrepreneurship

Governments across the world are
encouraging entrepreneurship among
youth as a solution to tackling high
rates of youth unemployment, espe-
cially in the MENA region.” Research
shows that the majority of jobs are
created by firms that are 3 to 5 years
old."®® As MENA economies struggle
to create jobs and labour markets fail
to absorb the large supply of educated
youth, many governments have turned
to promoting an enterprise culture
among youth. Governments have ex-
panded the provision of entrepreneur-
ship education, enterprise support and
access to finance,'® and the majority of
these entrepreneurship programmes
are aimed at youth.'> Gulf countries, in
particular, have been praised for their
efforts, which are reflected in their
rankings in ease of doing business.*® In
general, entrepreneurship has skyrock-
eted in the region in recent years; there
are currently just over 22,000 start-ups
in the region today, compared with
around 3,000 in 2017.1%4

Entrepreneurship education covers
business development, market research
strategies, business pitching and pricing
strategies, along with financial literacy
skills. It may also include opportunities
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for youth to put theory into practice.
Concerted efforts by international
organizations to introduce and pop-
ularize entrepreneurship education

in the region date back to 2006 with

the ILO’s Know About Business (KAB)
programme, which contained modules
on developing business ideas, entrepre-
neurship operations, and economic edu-
cation. KAB was first introduced in Syria
through 19 secondary and vocational
schools and intermediate institutions.'*®
In recent years, there has been a bur-

geoning commitment among both the
public and private sectors to advance
entrepreneurship education. One of the
region’s best-known examples of entre-

preneurship education is INJAZ Al-Arab.

A network of INJAZ chapters across 13
MENA countries provides training and
programmes to school-age and older
youth on work readiness, financial liter-
acy and entrepreneurship, with partici-
pation reaching over 100,000 youth.'
While Egypt is part of a cadre of
MENA countries that exhibit a dearth

of entrepreneurship education, some
domestic and international partnerships
have offered workshops, such as KAB
and a 2-week entrepreneurship edu-
cation workshop by the UN Industrial
Development Organization (UNIDO) and
the Ministry of Education for over 100
vocational school teachers in Luxor in
2016."" Similarly in Lebanon, the Ameri-
can University of Beirut partnered with
the Beirut Digital District, an innovation
community hub, to provide engineering
students with skills and knowledge to
develop businesses.'s®

Entrepreneurship education often
introduces new pedagogies into class-
rooms where students have typically
experienced only traditional learning.
INJAZ Al-Arab works with schools to
bring business people and entrepreneurs
into the classroom to teach, share their
experiences and engage students in a
dialogue - something students rarely
experience."® The ILO’s KAB also takes a
more engaging teaching format. Teach-
ers who embrace the interactive format
enjoy it and students are more likely to
feel engaged and develop more positive
attitudes towards private-sector employ-
ment and entrepreneurship.”

In recent years the region has also
seen a dramatic increase in enterprise
support tailored for youth and offered by

governments or the private sector. These
include business incubators and accel-
erators, skills training and development,
career guidance, mentoring, volunteering
and internships, and networking, and

so on. Dubai, for example, hosts a Goo-
gle-partnered Tech Hub in the Middle
East and offers young entrepreneurs af-
fordable co-working and office spaces.”
Similarly, the Greek Campus, founded in
2014 in downtown Cairo, has expanded
to three locations, including one in Saudi
Arabia, and helps 90 start-ups annually.
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Despite these positive developments
and increasing support structures,
young people still find it difficult to
start and grow a business. They face
not only the same barriers that other
private-sector enterprises do, but addi-
tional ones as well. Oasis 500, a leading
accelerator based in Jordan, provides
founders with a 6-month, hands-on
acceleration programme. In addition to
funding, technical supervision, men-
torship and networking opportunities,
Oasis500 provides back office support.
Since launching in 2010, it has invested
close to 10 million USD in over 150 start-
ups.”? So far, however, it has had only
two successful exits and most start-
ups remain at the pre-launch stage.
Youth entrepreneurship programmes
are not always seen as effective for
unemployed youth since entrepreneurs
tend to be older with lower levels of
educational attainment and represent a
different demographic.” Furthermore,
entrepreneurship is not associated
with higher earnings.” Nonetheless,
the idea of supporting young people
to create their own opportunities is a
long-term proposition, as it requires the
development of an entire entrepreneur-
ship ecosystem. This will take time and
accumulated effort over the long term.
One major constraint is lack of access

to finance. While SMEs in the region
comprise about 96 per cent of all regis-
tered companies and half of all em-
ployment, they only make up a small
proportion of bank lending.”® Dedi-
cated accelerators like Oasis 500 are
helping to bridge this gap by financing
young entrepreneurs, but they can only
reach a small number of start-ups. Ac-
cess to finance is heavily restricted for
youth perceived to be high-risk because
of their lack of income, collateral and
credit histories. Young people also of-

ten lack access to business networks,”®
and struggle to pay high commissions,
fees and interest rates to lenders.”” As
a result, they resort to other sources of
capital, including family and informal
lenders to fund their ventures.”

To widen youth'’s access to finance,
some attempts to increase the avail-
ability of start-up financing have in-
cluded seed funding, grants, loan guar-
antees, microfinance, and alternative
instruments like crowdfunding, along
with angel investments and venture
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capital for young people. Sometimes, fi-
nancing is supplemented with courses
on financial education, business devel-
opment and business communications.
Most MENA countries now offer some
form of financial and business develop-
ment services for youth-led enterprises.
For example, since 2014, the Moroccan
Caisse de Dépot et de Geston Group
(CDG), a state-owned non-profit organi-
zation, has been running a small loans
programme for youth-led start-ups.”®
There is a bandwagon effect when it
comes to youth lending. In 2009, when
Silatech, a foundation dedicated to
supporting youth employment and
entrepreneurship in the Arab region,
launched activities in Yemen, none

of the country’s microfinance institu-
tions (MFIs) had a product or service
dedicated for youth. After developing a
series of products with Al-Amal Bank,
other MFIs quickly followed suit. By
2014, nearly all of Yemen’s MFIs had
youth-oriented financial products and
services. Across the region, research
has found that loan repayment rates

of young entrepreneurs were on par
with, or better than, those of adults.’®°
Enhanced access to finance may help
ensure that entrepreneurship is a less
precarious pathway for young people,
particularly since most active MFIs in

the region do not tailor any financial
services to youth.'®

Unfortunately, despite the visible
widespread enthusiasm for youth entre-
preneurship, there has been no improve-
ment in aggregate youth employment
outcomes. Evidence from research and
impact evaluations points to a range of
weaknesses, including lack of funding,
failures to target youth from low-income
backgrounds,®* weak school-level entre-
preneurship education and low levels of
R&D transfer.'®® Beneficiaries of entrepre-
neurship policies are generally limited
to youth from privileged backgrounds as
training sessions are often run in English
and located in affluent areas of major
cities. Furthermore, while evidence
suggests these programmes are effective
in shifting attitudes, they have generally
been unable to create jobs en masse or
improve entrepreneurs’ earnings.'®*

© UNICEF/UNO0727967/Egypt/2022/Ragaa
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Youth in work: An eye to advance-
ment

There is a final aspect to address on
the demand side of youth transitions
from learning to earning and finding
decent work. For most young people,
the transition to work does not end
with securing their first job. Rather,
the first job is often a stepping stone
in their career. However, young peo-
ple in MENA face significant hurdles
to transitioning after procuring their
first job. This is concerning because, in
principle, in terms of their life course, it
is better for a young person to start in
a low-paying job or apprenticeship that
provides them with experience, skills
development and career advancement
than a better-paying job that provides
few such opportunities. However,
career mobility is not common in the
region, and hampered by weak de-
mand. Young people, their families, and
policymakers tend to fixate on short-
term working conditions rather than
prospects for job mobility and career
advancement. What young people, and
their families, need from their govern-
ments are clearer guideposts regarding
accessible jobs that will provide the
greatest returns over their lifetime.

Whether in the formal or infor-

mal sector, youth face unfavourable
working conditions. The majority of
employed youth are in low-quality
jobs, with low pay and lacking securi-
ty and social protection.”®®> More than
half of the employed young people in
the region accept an oral agreement
rather than a written contract, making
them vulnerable to exploitation. Mean-
while, nearly 40 per cent work more
than 50 hours per week."® In addition,
employed youth typically do not have
access to non-wage benefits such as
severance pay, medical insurance and
performance bonuses. In Egypt, Pales-
tine and Tunisia, more than 70 per cent
of employed youth lack such benefits."
As a result, 48 per cent of employed
young Egyptians (15-29 years old), 47
per cent of employed young Tunisians,
and 42 per cent of employed young Pal-
estinians expressed a desire to change
their current job. These youth listed the
desire to earn a higher wage as the top
motivation (around 30 per cent on aver-
age), while around 20 per cent wanted
a permanent position, and another 20
per cent were seeking better working
conditions.'®®

With respect to skills mismatch-
es, some 43 per cent of MENA youth
considered themselves undereducated
for the job they hold, while 11 per cent

considered themselves overeducated or
overqualified. Over-education is main-
ly observed among youth in clerical
positions (45 per cent) and elementary
work (35 per cent). Under-education is
observed in higher positions such as
managers,'®® potentially an indication
of non-meritocratic hiring practices.'*®
At the same time, employers remain
reluctant to hire new job entrants with-
out experience because they cannot
afford to hire the wrong person. In
Lebanon, employers receive hundreds
of applications for a single position
from desperate youth, who often do
not have the right qualifications. The
lack of available jobs in the country,
especially those paying in dollars, make
the market very competitive and the
recruitment process difficult and cost-
ly, especially given that many young
people are not looking for a continuing
position within the organization, but
rather consider it a placeholder while
searching for contracts abroad."!
Young women face additional
hurdles. First, they are limited in their
job prospects compared to their male
counterparts, mainly working in sales,
agriculture, teaching or personal care.
Such occupational segregation, which
is mandated by legislation in some
countries,” represents a persistent
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source of gender inequality, narrow-
ing options for women and leading

to long queues for limited positions

in their preferred (i.e. socially accept-
able) sectors. In addition, many young
women leave employment altogether
to focus on family obligations.”* Once
employed, despite being more likely
to hold a professional position with a
formal contract compared with young
men, young women were more likely
to be contracted for a limited period (33
per cent) compared with young men
(22 per cent)."”*

Once successfully employed,
women in the region continue to face
discriminatory practices at work.
Whether at entry-level or a managerial

position, women in MENA report low
levels of support from their colleagues
when making work-related decisions
compared to men. On the other hand,
women in senior positions report
remarkably higher support levels.'®
Yet, women have fewer opportunities
for promotion, and their numbers in
leadership levels are low. According to
a survey by Price Waterhouse Coopers
(PwC), only 56 per cent of women felt
that they were treated equally to men
when it came to promotions."”® They
are also significantly underpaid, with
a gender pay gap of around 50 per
cent.”” Indeed, gender marks the larg-
est contributor to circumstantial pay
inequality in the region.”®

Young refugees also suffer from
harsh terms in employment. Legal
constraints in host communities limit
formal work for these youth. However,
because of their vulnerable residence
situation, they are often obliged to
accept informal, precarious low-skill
jobs with difficult working conditions,
low pay, long working hours, and an
absence of non-pay benefits like medi-
cal insurance, paid leave and severance
pay. For instance, in Lebanon only 2 per
cent of surveyed Syrian refugees had
social security coverage while 55 per
cent of Syrian refugees in Jordan had
a short-term employment agreement.
Young refugees work mostly in agricul-
ture, construction, retail or the repair
industry with seasonal, temporary and
informal work agreements. In addition,
they are more exposed to vulnerabilities
such as seasonal unemployment and
job losses during recessions, as was the
case during the COVID-19 pandemic. In
Lebanon, 60 per cent of Syrian refugees
were let go during the pandemic.'®

MENA governments are more inter-
ested in getting young people into jobs
and then worrying about their access,
or lack thereof, to social protection.
Many young people secure their first
job through a national employment
programme or scheme. However, the

effectiveness of such programmes is
often limited because of an absence

of a coherent policy framework, lim-
ited understanding and consideration
of the constraints facing youth, weak
participant targeting and implemen-
tation capacity, high fragmentation
levels between relevant agencies and
institutions, and lack of evaluation and
monitoring mechanisms.*°
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In 2008, the Algerian Government implemented the Action Plan for
Promoting Employment and Combating Unemployment to address
the high levels of informality in the private sector. The programme
targeted different groups of jobseekers aged 18—35 years: first-time
jobseekers with university or below-secondary qualifications; young
jobseekers with no training or qualifications; and senior technicians.
Workers were offered contracts of 1—3-years and the employer’s con-
tribution to social security was covered by the State.?9' Little informa-
tion has been published about the outcomes of the programme, the
number of beneficiaries or the dropout rates. However, one research
paper found that the effect on new jobseekers was not significant,
suggesting that most employers were not ready to offer formal em-
ployment for new entrants. There was also a lack of M&E, which could
have enhanced its effectiveness over time — a common issue in poli-
cymaking throughout the Middle East.?°?

Jordan’s national employment programme was established as part of
the government’s economic action plan for 2021—2023, looking to
empower Jordanians aged 18—40 years. With a budget of 80 mil-
lion Jordanian dinars (US$113 million), it aims to motivate the private
sector to hire unemployed Jordanians in all economic sectors and
all governorates of the Kingdom. Through the programme, employ-
ers contract workers for one year, including 1—3-months on-the-job
training. The programme subsidizes training each participant to a
value of 50 or 80 dinars (US$70 or US$113), depending on the job
requirements. In addition, for a 6-month period, it contributes 130
dinars to the worker’s salary, 10 dinars to transportation allowance
and 10 dinars to social security.?°%

2.3. Supporting
transitions

So far, we have discussed how young
people in the MENA region are leav-
ing school with knowledge deficits,
weak technical and basic skills, and
limited work experience. They then
confront a labour market with limited
opportunities for decent employment
and a business climate that does not
support entrepreneurship. Govern-
ments have tackled both sides of the
transition, working to reform education
systems to better prepare young people
for the world of work, while trying to
create a more enabling environment for
business to unlock economic growth
and job creation.

Governments, international organi-
zations, civil society organizations, pri-
vate-sector actors and others have also
introduced programmes that support
youth during the transition process
itself. Sometimes referred to as labour
market intermediation programmes,
these services can be grouped into
three types. First, there are information
services to help youth and firms make
more informed decisions. Second, there
are initiatives that help young people
experience workplace environments

and become familiar with the world

of work, such as on-the-job training,
internships and job shadowing. Final-
ly, there are programmes that directly
support youth in transition, including
wage subsidies and subsidies for trans-
portation and childcare.
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Career guidance and information
services

The MENA region suffers from infor-
mation gaps throughout the transi-
tion process. In most countries, young
people have little idea about suitable
careers or even what jobs might be
available when they leave school.
Upon completing school, they have
little information about entry-level
positions and wages. They also lack
fundamental employment skills such
as how to write a résumé, introduce
oneself, write an email or prepare

for an interview. Educational curric-
ula typically neglect such important
preparations, while employment
programmes often focus on finding a
job instead of building employability
and job readiness, which would signifi-
cantly facilitate young people’s tran-
sition and integration into the labour
market.?** When starting a new job,
young people have little understanding
of the requirements and realities of
work. They often have little informa-
tion about specific firms, whether they
are good places to work or offer oppor-
tunities for professional development
and career advancement. Similarly,
firms have little information about the
knowledge, skills, and abilities of job

applicants, who typically lack referenc-
es or previous work experience.

This information gap begins while
young people are still in school and
considering a career. There is a lack of
career guidance services and limited in-
formation to support career and employ-
ment decisions. In fact, the effectiveness
of deploying “career guidance” services
in many parts of MENA is itself debated.
The words “career” and “guidance” carry
connotations that often do not match

the social and cultural contexts of the
region. Career is almost exclusively
used to describe well-paid formal jobs,
not the more common informal jobs
in which most young people actually
work.?* Similarly, guidance entails no-
tions of “self-determination”. Since most
young men and women are financially
dependent on their parents until they
complete their education, decisions
about career choices are often made at
the family level.>®
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Indeed, when asked what kind
of career they would like to pursue,
young people are often confused by
the question. Many expect, or feel
obliged, to follow in the footsteps of
a family member or learn a specific
trade. Young people are often unaware
of their own strengths and weak-
nesses, and what it takes to master a
certain job.?*” For those who plan to go
on to university, the decision of career
often depends on the grades, not their
aptitudes or preferences. Finally, in
nearly all cases, the choice of career
involves a family discussion. Families
often discourage young people from
pursuing certain sectors all together
because they are not prestigious.?°®
Parents often insist: “Get your engi-
neering degree, then you can study
whatever you want However, family
members often do not have sufficient
information about the job market, and
typically offer outdated career advice.”
In this context, young people need
more than simply career guidance.
They need useful, reliable information
to help them make better choices and
which they can use to negotiate with
their families.

Thus, career guidance should
provide youth with up-to-date infor-
mation about the job market to help

them - and their families - make more
informed decisions about careers and
current job opportunities.**® Informa-
tion becomes even more crucial when
a country’s economy is not performing
well, with many sectors and industries
shutting down or shrinking, while
others are seeking new recruits, such
as the crisis in nursing staff following
the recent exodus from Lebanon.*° This
might include access to aptitude tests,
information on entry-level wages for
different occupations, and information
on expanding industries. Even if young
people believe that a specific career
path is a viable option with a promis-
ing future, without information to back
this up, discussions can quickly de-
scend into a clash of opinions - a clash
that parents often win. In Palestine, the
School-to-Careers project sponsored
by USAID included the family in the
career guidance process by preparing
guidebooks, which career counsellors
used to help parents understand the
guidance their children were receiving
and to facilitate family discussion.*

A second major information gap oc-
curs when young people leave school
and search for a job. Extended unem-
ployment periods are often the result
of unrealistic expectations and aspira-
tions. Many young people have expec-

tations about salaries and positions
that do not match those available

in the labour market.””* Some bene-
fit from family connections to help
them secure a job, often at reasonable
terms, after completing school. Oth-
ers from disadvantaged backgrounds
may take jobs with weaker conditions
simply because they do not have such
connections and cannot afford to en-
gage in an extended job search. Such
outliers create confusion for regular
jobseekers about what constitutes a
“suitable” job offer.
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Here too, the willingness of young
men and women to remain unemployed
in search for suitable employment
depends not only on their own expec-
tations but also that of their families.”*
Suitability depends on the position,
sector, industry, salary, benefits, dis-
tance to work and many other factors.
Furthermore, these concepts have both
absolute and relative dimensions. Young
jobseekers and their families are con-
cerned that wages offered are enough to
support them, but also that they reflect
fair market value. However, there are
few information sources to draw upon
to determine the fairness of an offer.
This lack of information can lead young
people to both accept low offers and

prolong their job search in search of
higher offers than are available.

One of the main challenges of
career services is their lack of accessi-
bility. Programmes are typically located
in well-off urban areas or run by private
institutions that do not cater to disad-
vantaged youth.? Young people in rural
areas or from low socioeconomic back-
grounds have poor access to reliable
information. Only 15 per cent of active
labour market programmes (ALMPs)
in the MENA region target low-in-
come groups.? Even public career
fairs tend to exclude youth from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. Monetary
constraints play a big role, such as af-
fordability of transportation and infor-

mation friction, as information about
such events tends to be made available
mainly through private career centres
and elite universities.”® Initiatives like
the GIZ Employment Promotion Project
in Egypt have tried to address the “con-
textual, cultural and social” differences
among youth.?”

Finally, businesses also lack informa-
tion about young job applicants. School
credentials do not adequately reflect
knowledge and skills. This makes firms
hesitant to hire a young person without
prior work experience or reliable refer-
ences. Labour laws that limit the ability
of firms to fire workers add to their
reluctance to give young job applicants
a chance. One work around that firms
often use is to hire young relatives of
current employees who vouch for them.
While people often bemoan the wasta
system, this arrangement allows man-
agers to lean on their relative if a young
hire does not work out. The way forward
is not to combat such connections, but
to make credentials more reflective
of actual skills. MENA governments
must reform their education systems
to ensure that knowledge and skills are
reflected in credentials. In addition, they
must create opportunities for young
people to accumulate valuable work
experience before their first full job.
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Lack of work experience

Where can youth acquire the nec-
essary skills to increase their employ-
ability? In the MENA region, 20 per
cent of unemployed youth cite lack of
qualifications or job experience as the
main obstacle to finding a job.”*® This
is not surprising given that less than 2
per cent of MENA youth take up an in-
ternship or apprenticeship before their
first job.”" Volunteering and social work
is not common in the region. While not
necessarily linked to their education,
being part of civic associations and
organizations, such as the Scouts or
the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement, teaches youth
valuable interpersonal and other skills
like communication, teamwork, time
management and problem-solving.?*°
The stigma surrounding unpaid work,
internships, and entry-level jobs in the
region is present among youth from
all socioeconomic classes, but main-
ly upper- and middle-income groups.
This makes young people less likely to
improve their skill set and gain experi-
ence before trying to enter the labour
market.?” Not only has this led to the
emergence of a skills gap in the econo-
my, but it also decreases their employ-
ability and reduces future earnings.**

© UNICEF/UNO0750172/Jordan/2022/Bseiso

[n poorer communities, young peo-
ple — especially young men - are often
forced to accept informal, low-paying
jobs, sometimes while completing their
studies, to help support themselves and
their families. They typically cannot
afford to invest in unpaid training and
internships.?”®* While internships might
increase their earnings in the long run,
it remains a luxury they cannot afford.
By comparison, wealthier families have
traditionally shunned working before
completing school, especially in paid
positions. In many parts of the MENA
region, if the family allowed their son
or daughter to work while studying,
it signals that they cannot afford to
support them. However, by labelling
pre-graduation jobs as “internships”, this
stigma is disappearing. Many private,
Western-style universities are including
compulsory internship or training com-
ponents into curricula. However, the so-
cial stigma surrounding entry-level jobs
and internships remain salient among
middle-income youth whose families do
not already have “high standing”.**

Such stigma does not only exist
within families; it exists within the job
market itself. In Morocco, a 24-month
internship programme called Idmaj
[insertion] suffered from the stigmatiz-
ing effect of paid internships.?* While
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the programme reduced the likelihood
of an individual being unemployed by
7.5 percentage points in the short run,
it had a significantly negative effect on
the wages of the programme’s bene-
ficiaries. Instead of being a stepping
stone towards a better job, the limit-
ed skills learnt during the internship
combined with the stigma surrounding
assistance programmes led employers
to label beneficiaries as unproductive
and deserving of lower wages.?*® The
stigma in this case stemmed from the
programme’s association with assis-
tance programmes and not the idea of
internships or entry jobs itself. How-
ever, it illustrates the importance of
structuring internships to minimize
negative perceptions.

Young women face an especially
precarious transition process, as so-
cial norms dictate that they work in
formal job settings to minimize the
potential for harassment and bias. Even
open-minded upper- and middle-class
families worry about their social stand-
ing and are selective in terms of what
jobs are acceptable for young women.
This limits the range of internships
and entry-level prospects that young
women can select from. Furthermore,
social considerations extend beyond
the formal sector to include travel dis-

tance and the number of women in the
firm. However, entry-level positions in
the formal sector are extremely limited.
Many jobs are still concentrated in the
informal sector, particularly agriculture,
which requires skills often ignored by
career education programmes and only
acquirable through informal appren-
ticeships or trial-and-error.?”” Conse-
quently, as noted, most young women
simply drop out of the workforce after
failing to find an acceptable employ-
ment opportunity.
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Direct support for job search

Even after acquiring the skills and
experience needed to enter the labour
market, there remains the problem of
accessing that market. The region suf-
fers from a lack of effective job-search
institutions. This is reflected in the
data: 58 per cent of unemployed MENA
youth depend on personal connec-
tions, while only 32 per cent register at
an employment centre.??® Most MENA
countries have invested in establishing
employment centres and agencies to
link employers with jobseekers. In Al-
geria, the National Employment Agency
(ANEM) requires, by law, private firms
and municipalities to report any job
vacancies.”” The Department of Em-
ployment and Training in Jordan’s Min-
istry of Labour keeps records of both
jobseekers and job vacancies, in addi-
tion to its role in supervising private
employment agencies.?*° However, such
governmental employment institutions
often lack proper funding, training

and staff. Private-sector employers are
also disinclined to use these agencies
to advertise jobs. Also, many jobseek-
ers choose not to register themselves.
These factors combine to make these
centres an ineffective method of job
search for young people.*

Young people are increasingly turn-
ing to online portals to look for work.
Between 2012 and 2018, the number
of unemployed youth in Egypt search-
ing online for jobs increased by 66 per
cent.” Around 17 per cent of unem-
ployed Egyptian men and 12 per cent
of unemployed Egyptian women were
registered with employment websites.
Governments have been involved in
creating and running some of these
sites, while others are private endeav-
ours.”® Online job search has been
found to increase the likelihood of an

unemployed young person finding a job

by 10 percentage points.?** Internet job
search is especially effective for youth
trying to get their first job.?** Howev-
er, online search is mainly effective

in urban areas with a critical mass of
jobseekers and employers.

There is a strong socioeconomic
dimension to job searching and job
matching. Young people from rural
communities and low-income families
are often guided to accept whatever
jobs are available, follow a family trade,
work on a family farm or in a family
shop, or secure a position through a
family friend. These positions may not
match their aspirations or capabilities,
but simply reflect what is available and
what their families have access to. At

the other extreme, young people from
high-income families also have access
to family connections or may be ex-
pected to work in their family business,
once they graduate from university. In
both cases, the type of career services
they could benefit from are limited and
they are usually better off acquiring the
necessary skills through mentorship.?¢
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In the Gulf, nationals have, histor-
ically, had access to lucrative jobs in
the public sector. Young nationals are
focused on acquiring the necessary
credentials to secure a government posi-
tion, rather than building skills demand-
ed by the private sector. However, in re-
cent decades, most Gulf countries have
not been able to guarantee public-sector
jobs to all young nationals, resulting in
high rates of youth unemployment. Gulf
countries have introduced workforce
nationalization programmes aimed at
getting the private sector to employ
more nationals through mandates and
incentives. Although these programmes
have opened more work opportunities
for young nationals, there remains the
issue of job mismatches, in terms of
both skills and expectations. National-
ization programmes have shaped the
career aspirations of young graduates,
who have come to expect supervisory
and managerial positions upon gradu-
ation.? In Kuwait, nearly 25 per cent of
fresh graduates in business were placed
in managerial positions with no prior
work experience.”® However, here again,
there are not enough such positions. As
the number of national graduates has
increased, it has been harder to provide
them with positions that satisfy their
aspirations.

Subsidized wages and unemploy-
ment benefits

Monetary assistance programmes for
youth have proven to be ineffective in
the MENA region. Where young indi-
viduals move out of the parental home
after school and become financially
independent, such programmes help
them pay for rent and other necessities
while improving their skills through
internships or training. In the MENA
region, though, individuals continue
living with their parents until they

get married and become financially
independent. Given that only 20 per
cent of MENA youth between 15 and
29 are married or engaged, unem-
ployment benefits have the opposite
effect in the region.” Instead of acting
as a stepping stone towards formal
employment, paid training and cash
assistance decreases the urgency to
find a job. With the large number of
people enrolled in employment and
training programmes, it is difficult to
track trainees’ attendance. Addition-
ally, for those who attend training
programmes or internships, receiving
a fixed amount from the programme
does not push them to improve their
skills and they end up with minimum
wage levels of productivity.?*

Nonetheless, examples of success-
ful subsidized internship programmes
include a youth internship programme
in Yemen that provided participants
with valuable job experience, with bet-
ter long-term employment outcomes,
or “post-programme persistence”.**!
The main difference between this
programme and others was the struc-
ture of the subsidies. Instead of paying
participants directly, 50 per cent of
the intern’s wages were subsidized for
6 months. Receiving payments in the
form of a wage from the employer re-
moved the charity stigma and replaced
it with a sense of formal employment.
This encouraged both the employer and
intern to take the programme seriously.
Since employers were still required to
pay 50 per cent of the interns’ wages,
they were motivated to ensure that
interns worked hard and gained new
skills. In addition, a matchmaking
service linked employers with poten-
tial interns.** Giving firms a degree of
autonomy made the programme more
competitive.
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3.1. A new call to action

Two decades ago, the international
community sounded the alarm on the
precarious employment situation for
youth in the MENA region.*** In 2004,
a World Bank flagship report estimated
that MENA economies would have to
create 97 million jobs between 2000 and
2020 to accommodate their growing
populations.** One of the challenges
facing researchers at the time was that
data and analyses on MENA youth were
limited.* Over the following decade, a
substantial amount of data was collect-
ed by the ILO,**¢ the World Bank,**"4
and Others.24g'250'251’252

MENA governments responded to
the call to action. With the support of
international organizations and the
donor community, a large number of
studies, policies and initiatives were
developed to address youth unemploy-
ment. Between 2007 and 2014, Egypt
alone implemented over 180 such
projects.? During this time, the ILO
and World Bank collaborated on several
youth initiatives, including the Global
Partnership for Youth Employment,
which focused heavily on the MENA
region, and Tageem, an initiative to help
build programme evaluation capacity in
the region.** In 2009, UNICEF and the

American University of Beirut collabo-
rated on “Youth in the Arab World”.**

During this time, governments
across the region adopted national
youth strategies covering multiple
dimensions, including migration,
health, education, employment, cul-
ture and civic and political participa-
tion.*® Countries included Djibouti
(2001-2005), Jordan (2005-20009),
Palestine (2011-2013), Lebanon (2012-
present), Morocco (2015-2030) and
Yemen (2005—-present). Yemen ad-
opted a National Action Plan to focus
specifically on youth employment.?’
National youth strategies were also
developed, but not formally adopted,
in Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Kuwait, Sudan,
Saudi Arabia and Syria.?*® These nation-
al strategies provided a roadmap for
introducing policies and programmes
and coordinating efforts across multi-
ple institutions, a notable governance
deficit throughout the region.

Yet, despite decades of action,
youth unemployment has remained
persistently high across practically
all countries of the region and labour
force participation remains low, espe-
cially among young women. Education
and skills gaps remain and have even
worsened in some countries. With few
exceptions, private-sector reforms have
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not created an enabling environment
for businesses to grow, thrive, and cre-
ate enough decent jobs. MENA coun-
tries have thus far not been successful
at overcoming the underlying barriers
and bottlenecks hindering young
people’s transitions from learning to
decent work, thus limiting their abili-
ty to contribute meaningfully to their
countries and communities.

That weak youth employment
outcomes have persisted for decades,
despite policy and programmatic
efforts to address them, is reflective of
a fragmented policy environment and
weak institutional capacity to imple-
ment reforms. MENA governments
have been unable to fundamentally
transform the region’s political econo-
my in order to stimulate job creation.
Likewise, educational reforms have not
taken a human-centred approach more
responsive to the needs of young peo-
ple. Finally, countries and international
institutions have not been able to co-
ordinate effectively and work to tackle
bottlenecks and policy challenges.**

The transition from learning to
decent work is complex and covers
diverse areas of learning, skills, job
matching, employment, job creation,
job advancement, entrepreneurship,
social protection and more. The core

issues and policies supporting young
people’s transition span a wide range
of government agencies, including
education, vocational training, labour,
social affairs, commerce, finance

and economic planning, and others.
To address this fragmentation, most
MENA countries have introduced
ministries of youth and sports to help
coordinate youth policy, but minis-
tries of youth typically lack imple-
mentation capacity and must rely on
front-line ministries to deliver pro-
grammes, services, and reforms. In
addition, there remains a disconnect
between youth policy, employment
policy, TVET policy and economic
policy, as well as a functional discon-
nect between the ministries dealing
with youth, employment, education
and economic development. A more
coordinated long-term effort is need-
ed. As discussed throughout this
report, gaps, bottlenecks and policies
in one aspect of transition affect
other aspects, and shape incentives,
opportunities, and choices that young
people face. What are needed are
coordinated long-term efforts by mul-
tiple stakeholders and a sustained
commitment to action. International
organizations, policymakers and oth-
er actors must work together to pur-

sue a coordinated, holistic approach
over a number of years.

The persistence of weak outcomes
also reflects governance deficits in
administering education and youth
employment policies and programmes.
These include limited institutional
capacity to implement ambitious strate-
gies and the limited collection of feed-
back on implementation that is vital
for course correction. Surprisingly, it is
uncommon for organizations and gov-
ernment agencies in the MENA region
to assess the impacts of programmes
and policies, making it difficult to gauge
a policy’s success or failure, and deter-
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mine whether success or failure was
due to features of design or implemen-
tation. In 2004, a global review of youth
ALMPs found no published impact eval-
uations from the MENA region.**° The
ILO’s Tageem Initiative was launched

in 2009 to bridge this evidence gap. By
2014, 2 per cent of MENA programmes
listed in the Youth Employment Inven-
tory had undergone an impact evalu-
ation - still far below the 10 to 35 per
cent range in other regions.”® This gap in
evidence limits improvements to ongo-
ing programmes and allows ineffective
programmes to continue.

Many countries have adopted
ambitious strategies to tackle youth
transitions, but actual policies are often
short-term or project-based because
of a lack of resources. But there is also
a myopic focus on immediate results
in response to fast-changing political
leadership. Identifying good practices
and scaling up successful projects is
not enough to make systemic change.
Improving governance structures and
implementation modalities are key to
achieving long-term impact. Some-
times, even donors push for immediate
results, and this may reduce a pro-
gramme’s effectiveness over the long
term. International organizations need
to consider the local context and adopt

a flexible and patient approach, so the
desired results are reached.*®

Delayed transitions mean that many
young men and women sit idle rather
than contribute productively to the devel-
opment of their communities and coun-
tries. This represents wasted potential on
a massive scale. Human capital, reflected
in the collective knowledge, skills, effort,
and ingenuity of people, is the main
engine of economic development. In the
MENA region, much of this latent poten-
tial is being squandered. At an individual
level, delayed transitions are a source of
frustration for young people. The coming
decade will usher in several challenges
that promise to further complicate the
transition from learning to earning. Un-
der their current governance structures,
MENA countries are not well equipped to
handle these challenges.
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3.2. Challenges and
opportunities ahead

Several global drivers of change will
affect economic, social, and environ-
mental outcomes across the world,
including climate change, demograph-
ic shifts, urbanization, technological
change and transitions to renewable
energy.’®® Each driver alone represents
new opportunities for young people, such
as technological innovation, green jobs
and demographic dividends. Together, for
countries willing to adapt and invest in
upskilling their workforce, they present
an opportunity for rapid development.

Demographic shifts

Twenty years ago, a demographic wave
caused the share of youth in the MENA
population to become the highest in
the world, placing pressures on the
region’s education systems and labour
markets. Education quality suffered as
countries attempted to accommodate
more students, while labour markets
could not absorb the new cohorts, delay-
ing youth transitions and fomenting the
frustrations that foreshadowed social
unrest in 2011. While there were differ-
ences in timing and magnitude across
countries, regionally the youth bulge
peaked in 2005 and declined over the
subsequent decade.

A second wave is now on the hori-
zon. These represent the children of the
first wave. While, not as steep as the first
wave, the second wave is arriving as
other megatrends are hitting the region,
compounding the pressures. The share
of youth in the population is expected to
increase to 18.3 per cent by 2035, com-
pared with a global average of 14.9 per
cent.?®* Again, the timing and magnitude
of the pressures will vary across MENA
countries. Most affected will be Sudan
and Yemen, followed by Palestine, Jordan,

Iraq and Egypt (FIGURE 11). Once again,
the region’s education systems will feel

the pressure of the demographic wave
and strain under the weight of a tight
fiscal space. As the demographic wave
proceeds, labour markets will witness the
pressure of more young people looking
for work. Yet, this demographic transition
has a silver lining. Dependency ratios will

decline, creating favourable conditions for
savings and economic growth. However,
favourable conditions will only translate
into benefits if countries prepare young
people with the skills needed to succeed
in the labour market and provide them
access to decent, productive jobs.?®

SOURCE: UN (2022)

ENABLING SUCCESS: SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR TRANSITION FROM LEARNING TO DECENT WORK IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

70



TABLE OF CONTENTS EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

PART 1- PRECARIOUS TRANSITIONS PART 2 - BARRIERS AND BOTTLENECKS

PART 3 - THE WAY FORWARD

Technological innovation

Another global driver of change is

the accelerated pace of technological
innovation. Collectively referred to as
the fourth industrial revolution, in-
creased digitalization, automation and
use of artificial intelligence is changing
how people live, communicate and
work. Technological innovation can be
an engine of economic growth and job
creation, offering new possibilities in
education, communication, and pro-
ductivity. But it can also exacerbate
wage inequality and displace workers.
Around 45 per cent of work activities in
MENA could potentially be automated
in sectors as diverse as manufacturing,
transportation, construction, hospitality,
and retail.?®® At the same time, techno-
logical innovation can improve lives and
livelihoods, making it easier for people
to learn and work across borders and
boundaries, without necessarily having
to leave their own countries.

Education systems have not kept
pace with changing market needs nor
provided youth with the skills they
need. Nor have they supported lifelong
learning. The region is falling behind
even as it prepares for the fourth in-
dustrial revolution. The kinds of tech-
nical skills required for the future can

be characterized into different levels.
Everyone needs basic IT skills — using

computers and other electronic devices.

This should be standard in schools, like
languages and mathematics. Another
level covers technical and complex
problem-solving skills to complement
artificial intelligence. These skills are
related to critical thinking, and in-
clude creativity, emotional intelligence
and collaboration. A third set of skills
includes soft skills that are not directly
linked to technology but are important
for making it, such as active learning,
curiosity and leadership. Education sys-
tems of the MENA region are lagging
in all these levels. The result may be a
shortage of key skills at the same time
as there is an abundance of unskilled
young people looking for work.”

To benefit from the opportunities
presented by the fourth industrial
revolution, MENA countries will need
to introduce more adaptive education
systems. They will need to evolve and
adapt quickly to changing market en-
vironments and opportunities, and be
flexible enough to embrace and sup-
port different learning styles, rather
than forging students into the same
uniform mould. Necessary steps will
include building the IT skills of teach-
ers and trainers, integrating IT skills

throughout the education curricula,
creating more space for critical think-
ing and problem-solving, providing
teachers with the necessary training
and autonomy to pursue differentiated
learning and devoting more resources
to lifelong learning.

© UNICEF/UN0535493/Lebanon/2021/Choufany
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Climate change and increased urban-
ization

Climate change will affect the entire
world, but it has special significance
for MENA. The region is by far the most
water-stressed region of the world.
Renewable water resources amount to
just 520 cubic metres per person — less
than one seventh of that of the next
closest region, sub-Saharan Africa.*®®
This has implications for agriculture, as
rural populations are already struggling
to earn a living. Young people in rural
areas will face shrinking employment
opportunities in the agriculture sector,
as cultivated land becomes ever more
scarce, and this will reduce economic
activity in rural areas more generally,
affecting other economic activities that
rely on farming income.

Lower levels of economic activity and
opportunities in rural areas will, in turn,
induce more young people to migrate
to urban centres. Increased competi-
tion over jobs and resources will place
greater demand on public services and
urban infrastructure, setting the scene
for increased stratification of public
services, increased marginalization of
low-income populations and greater dis-
parities in income and wealth. Increased
rural-urban migration will strain

education systems. Rural schools may
struggle to operate with fewer resources
and students. Meanwhile, urban schools
will suffer overcrowding and stretched
resources. Private schools will grow
as parents move their children from
burdened public schools, exacerbating
inequalities at a foundational level.
Climate change, environmental deg-
radation and the green energy transi-
tion will increase demand for workers,
requiring more young people with green
skills. According to the ILO, greening
economies could create a net gain of 18
million jobs by 2030.%° Climate mitiga-
tion measures alone will require many
workers. Furthermore, green energy
promises to lead economic diversifica-
tion efforts, especially for Gulf countries.
Green jobs will flow to economies able
to graduate young people with the right
skills to do them. Here too, education
and training systems in MENA are
lagging, and the region is in danger of
forgoing future opportunities.
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3.3. An action-oriented
agenda

Despite significant differences in
economic development and political
conditions, the factors underlying the
high rates of youth unemployment
and joblessness are remarkably similar
across MENA countries. Differences
between countries are mainly about

the degree to which one factor is more
important than another. Thus, policy
implications are, in many cases, similar.
The high-income countries of the Gulf
employ foreign workers; their main
issues are skills gaps and mismatches in
expectations that prevent young nation-

als from taking jobs in the private sector.

The middle-income countries also suffer
from skills gaps, but the main issue is

a lack of decent employment oppor-
tunities. Conflict countries were once
middle-income countries, and they too
suffer from weak capacity and a lack of
opportunities; but they must first move
beyond a state of conflict.

Another feature of the region is that
bottlenecks and barriers to transitioning
to decent work are fundamentally struc-
tural. High rates of youth unemployment
and joblessness have resisted decades of
initiatives and reforms and it is difficult

to identify youth interventions that are
considered unqualified successes. Inter-
ventions typically treat the symptoms,
not the underlying causes. This is not to
say there are no positive outcomes, but
there are no long-term solutions indepen-
dent of structural reforms.

The fundamental issues facing
young people as they transition must be
addressed. Much like a house, success-
ful interventions need to be supported
by a solid foundation (the basics) and
strong pillars (implementation capacity).
Our policy recommendations are thus

grouped into three layers. The founda-
tional layer involves structural solutions.
These are familiar to policymakers.
Indeed, there is broad consensus regard-
ing what needs to be done. The second
group are the pillars, focusing on the
mechanics of implementation. There is
less understanding of how institutional
capacity-building solutions can be im-
plemented effectively. The third group
highlights areas that need attention
—-promising interventions that have the
potential to improve young people’s lives
and livelihoods.
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Getting the basics right

Structural challenges relate to the
functioning of education systems, the
business climate and the labour market.
Long-term solutions must address these
structural issues. It is far more impactful
and cost-effective to ensure that grad-
uates are ready for work, and capable

of pursuing lifelong learning, before
they leave school rather than develop a
stellar remedial training programme for
them afterwards. MENA countries have
made remarkable progress in increasing

access to education at all levels. Howev-
er, the assembly-line approach to edu-
cation has meant that less attention has
been given to the quality of education
and the development of essential life
skills. This is especially concerning giv-
en that the future will be characterized
by rapid technological progress, whereby
a premium will be placed on skills such
as critical thinking, problem-solving,
communication and adaptability.
Future educational reforms should
focus on building capacity to adapt
curricula more quickly, improving

teacher training and autonomy, pro-
viding greater school autonomy, cre-
ating learning environments that can
accommodate students with different
approaches to learning, and creating
space for students to develop critical
thinking and enquiry.
TVET must connect better with practical
experience and offer pathways to higher
education. TVET is still relegated to
second-class status, often characterized
by outdated equipment and poor links
with the labour market. It is difficult for
TVET students to continue on to univer-
sity, so youth and their families perceive
TVET to be a dead-end track. Neverthe-
less, TVET has long been the focus of
reform efforts centred on modernizing
equipment, updating curricula, reducing
fragmentation across ministries, and
improving links to the labour market
through private industry councils.
Future reforms should continue to
improve links with the labour market
by concentrating on the skills needed
by the market, engaging the private
sector in national skills governance and
skills delivery, increasing allocations
within national budgets for modern
equipment and teacher training, and
introducing more internships, dual
track, and workplace learning pro-
grammes. Governments should unlock

private-sector resources through pub-
lic—private partnerships, tax incentives,
and on-the-job training. Governments
can reduce social stigma by building
pathways to general education tracks
supported by national skills coordina-
tion bodies and NQFs. TVET systems
should spearhead gender mainstream-
ing across industries and establish
opportunities within the system for
lifelong learning.

MENA governments must enable the
formal private sector to grow and create
jobs. The private sector must be enabled
to grow and create enough jobs. It must
also become more competitive in order
to create productive, decent jobs. MENA
governments have focused on improv-
ing the business climate and supporting
youth entrepreneurship, but the rentier
nature of their economies and insider
access to opportunities persist across
the region.

MENA governments should pursue
macroeconomic stability and foster an
enabling investment climate. Future
reforms should increase the availabil-
ity of export-oriented free zones and
special economic zones that, while
regulated, are less susceptible to bu-
reaucratic red tape and insider access.
This approach should be extended to
innovation-driven growth sectors that
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can become globally competitive and
create jobs. Governments should contin-
ue to support youth entrepreneurship,
including access to finance and men-
torship for young women.

Young people need jobs that support
career advancement and enable job
mobility. Young people need access to
decent work opportunities, with good

wages, benefits, and working conditions.

They also need transitional activities in
the form of social work, volunteering,
internships and on-the-job training. Vi-
able work experience opportunities are
too few in the region. This is especially
the case for young women who require
assurances of a safe work environment.
Once they are working, young people
need opportunities to advance their
career, with support for changing jobs.
Such opportunities are lacking in the
region.

Future policy reforms should expand
frameworks and initiatives that support
internships, apprenticeships and on-
the-job training. Initially, these might be
at the expense of pay and job security
but there should be no compromises on
health and safety measures. Govern-
ments should incentivize firms to devel-
op employee skills and create pathways
for advancement, and require firms to
incrementally increase wages, benefits,

rights at work and job security.
Policymakers, youth and businesses
need better information to make better
decisions. Most MENA countries do not
publish enough information on labour
market needs and trends. As a result,
young people do not have access to basic
information on employment options and
opportunities, career pathways, prevail-
ing market wages, or even information
on their rights as employees. Likewise,
businesses do not have enough informa-
tion to anticipate skills gaps and make
solid business and investment decisions
regarding employees. Even policymak-

ers often do not have good information
upon which to base evidence-based
policies and programmes.

Governments should enhance
labour market information systems
so that they produce more useful,
timely and future-focused informa-
tion to youth-serving organizations,
businesses and policymakers. Future
reforms should expand the provision
of information and career guidance
to help youth better understand their
own competencies, as well as careers
that align with their aptitudes and
preferences.
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Improving implementation

MENA governments must increase
coordination across ministries support-
ing youth transitions. The transition
from education to employment is a
complex process, requiring coordination
across a variety of government agen-
cies, each with its own mandate and
priorities. These include the ministries
of education, labour, social affairs, and
economic development. Governments
have tried to improve coordination by
forming high-level coordination bodies
and introducing ministries of youth and
sports. However, these bodies often lack
authority over other stakeholders in the
process, limiting their effectiveness.
The various government agen-
cies need to better coordinate with
youth-oriented organizations. They
need to update national youth policies
and ensure that priorities are reflect-
ed and harmonized within national
budgets, with sufficient allocations for
skills development, employment sup-
port services, social protection and en-
terprise development. These strategies
should be linked to implementation
plans and coordination mechanisms,
such as decentralized skills planning,
performance-based budgeting, and
impact assessments of proposed policy

changes and new programmes. The
latter would require policy actors to
at least consider a policy’s potential
impact on youth.
Youth-serving organizations must
improve monitoring, evaluation and
implementation. M&E of youth pro-
grammes is far less frequent in MENA
than in other developing regions. Mon-
itoring outcomes and evaluating im-
pacts is essential for identifying course
corrections and establishing evidence of
success prior to scaling up a programme.
If course correction is not possible, it is
far better to fund other efforts than con-
tinue to allocate resources to a failing
programme. Weak M&E can result in
implementation problems going unde-
tected, including the mistargeting of
beneficiaries and mission drift, resulting
in weaker-than-expected outcomes.
Not all policies and initiatives re-
quire a fully fledged multi-year impact
evaluation, but they do need credible
information on performance that can
help identify gaps in delivery, support
mid-course decisions and identify
programmes with poor outcomes.
Strategies are not enough; govern-
ments must invest more in building
the capacity of agencies to execute
policies and strategies. Youth-serving
organizations should also role model
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what they expect of their youth. They
must embody positive reform and
change. They must become learning
organizations and hubs for policy in-
novation and programme design and
evaluation. They must model equal-
ity and equity. If not the institutions
responsible for educating youth and
promoting private-sector develop-
ment, then who?

MENA governments must create space
for young people to become involved
in policy. The public-sector-led devel-
opment model has created a sense of
disempowerment and dependency
among the region’s youth. Many look
to their governments and others to

solve their problems. Even for young
people with a sense of agency, there is
little space or opportunity for youth to
engage policymakers and youth-serv-
ing organizations regarding the social
issues that affect them.

Governments and youth-serving
organizations must involve young
people in finding solutions to the
issues that affect them. Young people
should be involved in problem identi-
fication, decision-making and policy
development in order to design more
relevant solutions. Creating a space
for social dialogue and encourage-
ment is often all young people need
to take initiative.

Designing successful interventions

Ideally, public and private
youth-serving organization across
the region will focus on getting the
basics right and improving their
capacity to deliver effective pro-
grammes. A third key element is to
identify and design promising interven-
tions that can support young people’s
transition from leaning to earning and
decent work. This report identified a
number of interventions, beyond the
basics, that have demonstrated promis-
ing results and have the potential to be
scaled up.

Governments must improve the de-
sign and targeting of youth transition
policies and ALMPs. Governments
across the region have invested re-
sources in developing policies and
ALMPs aimed at supporting youth
transitions. While these have been
typically designed with reference to
good practices, most are not designed
from a human-cantered perspective
or in consultation with beneficiaries
and stakeholders. As a result, they
often do not consider the realities on
the ground and may not reach those
greatest in need of services. Further-
more, governments tend to focus more
on policies that support education and
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work, such as training and wage sub-
sidies, and less on services that sup-
port young people in their transition
between the two.

Governments need to introduce
more targeted human-centred pro-
grammes and services that support
young people’s efforts to transition
from education to employment. These
include building employability skills
(communication, writing a résumé,
interview preparation, etc.). They also
need to place greater emphasis on
providing employability training, career
guidance, job placement, subsidies
for transportation and day care for
children. Such programmes should be
designed with input from stakeholders
and potential beneficiaries.
Governments and youth-serving orga-
nizations should continue to support
youth entrepreneurship. Despite some
concerns that young entrepreneurs earn
less, on average, than employees, global
trends in technology, green industries
and others favour an entrepreneurial
approach to work. Furthermore, success-
ful entrepreneurs create jobs for both
themselves and others. In other words,
the social returns can be greater than
the personal returns to entrepreneurs.

Governments should continue to
expand business and entrepreneurship

training in schools and ensure ade-
quate access to finance and mentorship
support for youth. Public procurement
policies should ensure that a minimum
share goes to small enterprises, espe-
cially youth and women-led firms. Proj-
ects that target specific gaps should be
developed and supported. For example,
space should be made for successful
female executives to mentor young
women entrepreneurs.

Lifelong learning must become a priori-
ty. Change is coming more quickly than
formal education systems can respond.
Rapid digitalization and automation will
affect all aspects of life and work. Like-
wise, climate change will require coun-
tries to adapt quickly to shifts in weath-
er patterns and introduce mitigation
measures. Young people need to develop
skills and behaviours that will allow
them to become better lifelong learners.
To do that, they will require information
resources and opportunities for continu-
ous education and learning.

The foundational skills and be-
haviours for lifelong learning need to
be developed while children and young
people are still in school. However, gov-
ernments can provide a strong support
system for lifelong learners. This might
include providing access to education
resources and materials, increasing

Arabic language educational content
in bookstores and online, and stream-
lining approval processes for online
courses and certifications.

The international community must
continue to create and support eco-
nomic opportunities for young ref-
ugees. The MENA region hosts the
largest refugee population in the world
(on a per capita basis). Host countries
and international organizations have
undertaken a massive effort to support
learning and education for refugee
children and adolescents, and this has
been most successful at the elemen-
tary stage. At the secondary stage and
beyond, education needs to be linked

with viable pathways to decent eco-
nomic opportunities.

Governments and the international
community must continue to support
and expand educational opportunities
for refugee children and youth. They
must also work to create more opportu-
nities for refugees to work in host com-
munities or migrate to other countries
where such opportunities exist. Such job
opportunities can be in sectors where
refugees would not compete directly
with host populations, or on online plat-
forms connected to worldwide opportu-
nities. The latter requires strong training,
good electricity and internet connec-
tions, and access to banking services.
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