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This policy brief develops from research carried out by 
the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation 
(CSVR, South Africa) and the Centre for Human Rights 
and Policy Studies (CHRIPS, Kenya). Known as the 
Youth Inclusion for Violence Prevention Project, this 
research investigated the role of socio-economic and 
livelihood support programmes in promoting youth 
social and economic inclusion and preventing 
violence. A key finding of the research highlighted 
how such programmes continue to follow a top-down 
approach, where youth are either merely viewed as 
beneficiaries or not meaningfully involved in 
conceptualising, implementing, evaluating and 
revising such programmes. A discussion around the 
value of greater youth inclusion is supplemented with 
examples of how youth may have been more 
meaningfully included in South Africa’s Community 
Work Programme (CWP) as well as Kenya’s Youth 
Employment Opportunities Project (KYEOP). The brief 
concludes with recommendations relevant to youth 
inclusion in these as well as other socio-economic and 
livelihood support programmes.

Introduction

Africa is the continent of youth.1 This ties to the fact 
that 19 of the 20 countries with the youngest 
populations in the world are in Africa (United Nations, 
2019), with the continent’s average age of 19 being 
much lower than that of regions such as South Asia or 
Latin America (Hajjar, 2020). The number of young 
Africans is also set to triple by 2050. But why do these 
statistics matter and why should those involved in 
governance and development prioritise young 
people’s needs, aspirations and inclusion? 

This is not to say that African states and other actors 
have not been aware of the need to prioritise youth 
development. Through reviews of literature, policies 
and programmes, as well as conversations with subject 
specialists, the Youth Inclusion for Violence Prevention 

1 This policy brief aligns with the African Union’s definition of youth, which is defined as every person between the age of 15 
and 35 years. Whilst this definition is based purely on chronological age, it is noted that people within this age group are 
hugely diverse in terms of their social, economic, educational, physical, psychological, political and other lived experiences. 

2 Thirty-nine of the AU’s 55 member states, or 71%, had ratified the AU Youth Charter, as of June 2019.
3 Data on youth NEET rates and other developmental indicators is available via the World Bank: https://data.worldbank.

org/indicator/SL.UEM.NEET.ZS?locations=1W 

Project highlighted a longstanding focus on youth 
development across the continent. This included 
recognition of youth-related policies, legislation, 
institutions, increased funding towards youth projects 
and outcomes such as education, as well as a 
recognition of the high percentage of African Union 
(AU) member states who ratified the African Youth 
Charter (2006).2 

While recognising these efforts, and previous and 
continued successes, most young Africans face 
continued exclusion and hardships in the different 
spheres of their lives. These hardships are indicated 
through what many United Nations Strategic 
Development Goals contributors identified as a crucial 
indicator of youth development; that is, the 
percentage or share of youth within a country, aged 
between 15 and 25, who are not in employment, 
education or training (NEET). 

While recognising these efforts, and 
previous and continued successes, 
most young Africans face continued 
exclusion and hardships in the 
different spheres of their lives

Two important points emerge when analysing the 
International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) data on the 
share (%) of youth who are NEET.3 Firstly, over the 
past 15 years, fewer than half (n= 24) of African 
countries have collected data on the share of youth 
who are NEET. Secondly, of those countries that have 
collected data on more than one occasion, 25% 
recorded moderate (20–30%), 54% recorded high 
(30–50%), and 4% recorded exceptionally high levels 
of NEET youth (above 50%). An added concern was 
that these rates of NEET youth remained stable for 
many countries and sharply increased in countries 
such as Cote d’Ivoire, the Gambia, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe. Given the importance of patterns of NEET 
youth rates as an indicator of youth development 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.NEET.ZS?locations=1W
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.NEET.ZS?locations=1W
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outcomes, why do we continue to note difficulties in 
this regard?

A direct response to this question is that there are 
multiple, intersecting factors, at multiple levels (from 
international to local) over time, that either promote or 
hinder youth education, training, employment or 
financial outcomes. While CSVR’s regional review and 
country case studies4 highlight many of these factors, 
this policy brief focuses on how a lack of meaningful 
youth inclusion in programme cycles (from 
programme conceptualisation through to evaluation 
and revision) hinders these national, as well as broader 
regional, youth development outcomes.

Inclusion and Participation

Multiple definitions or conceptualisations of ‘inclusion’ 
have resulted in the concept being somewhat 
ambiguous. Subsequently, some have sought to focus 
on exclusion, as it brings out evidence of barriers that 
prevent a person or group from entering a place, 
taking part in an activity or enjoying certain benefits. 
Exclusion can stem from a single factor or intersecting 
identifying factors such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
language, class, educational attainment, political 
affiliation, spatial location, sexuality, physical or 
mental abilities and so forth. This exclusion can be 
plain or obvious but is often also subtle or unspoken; 
for example, where young people are invited to 
participate in policy development discussions, but 
social, gendered norms prevent young women from 
attending these discussions, from making 
contributions to these discussions or from having 
their contributions taken seriously. Alternatively, 
systemic or structural factors may prevent certain 
groups from participating. This includes factors such 
as poverty, spatial location, familiarity with technical 
processes, as well as access to technology or data. 
Youth excluded from public life through structural 
discrimination, state repression and violence are 

4 These regional reports and country case studies can be accessed via CSVR’s publications page: https://www.csvr.org.
za/?sfid=6190&_sf_s=youth 

5 The concept of equality implies that all people are equal and that all people should be treated equally, regardless of how 
identifying or other factors may influence their levels of advantage or disadvantage, ability to influence decisions or reach 
their full capabilities. In contrast, an equitable approach prioritises marginalised groups and offers greater support to these 
groups to promote their ability to access spaces, influence decisions, and reach their capabilities in more meaningful ways.

further discouraged from embracing opportunities 
due to negative experiences with state institutions 
and processes (Kimari & Mwaura, 2021).

Inclusion or inclusivity would thus require that those 
involved in organising activities related to policy or 
programme development are aware of the obvious 
and subtle ways in which people may be prevented 
from participating in such activities. They should take 
steps to ensure equity,5 not only in terms of diversity or 
representation in such places, but also in terms of 
people’s ability to access, contribute to and benefit 
from such activities, associated outputs and outcomes. 
Recognising the possibility of exclusion based on 
multiple identifying factors, policy and programmatic 
cycles should prioritise the most excluded groups, and 
simultaneously address a wide range of exclusionary 
dynamics affecting different youth.

Systemic or structural factors 
may prevent certain groups 
from participating

This expanded view of inclusion aligns with the DFID 
‘three-lens approach’ to youth participation which 
advocates for work with and by and not merely for 
youth (DFID/Maguire, 2007). The tenets of youth 
inclusion are also noted in the Global Consensus 
Statement on Meaningful Adolescent and Youth 
Engagement:

Meaningful adolescent and youth engagement 
is an inclusive, intentional, mutually respectful 
partnership between adolescents, youth, and 
adults whereby power is shared, respective 
contributions are valued, and young people’s 
ideas, perspectives, skills, and strengths are 
integrated into the design, delivery, and 
evaluation of programs, strategies, policies, 
funding mechanisms, and organizations that 
affect their lives, their communities, countries, 

https://www.csvr.org.za/?sfid=6190&_sf_s=youth
https://www.csvr.org.za/?sfid=6190&_sf_s=youth
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and the world (Global Consensus Statement 
on Meaningful Adolescent and Youth 
Engagement Signatories, 2020).

Why Should Policymakers and 
Programme Developers Prioritise 
Meaningful Youth Inclusion?

In the first place, the answer to this questions lies in 
the founding or guiding principles enshrined in most 
national constitutions. While there are vast differences 
in the practice or culture of constitutionalism across 
the world, many of these outline inclusion as a basic 
right. Furthermore, while local and national guidelines 
and legislation may differ, inclusion should be viewed 
as a constitutional or rights-based imperative.

Secondly, policies and programmes created for youth 
have largely failed to reduce the share or percentage 
of youth who are NEET. While it may be difficult to 
quantify, these policies and programmes may have 
been less impactful due to the approaches utilised in 
their development, implementation, evaluation and 
revision. Multiple products from the Youth Inclusion 
for Violence Prevention Project highlighted how many 
large-scale public employment programmes and 
policies were based on a top-down approach. Such 
approaches often fail to truly understand and integrate 
context and the intended beneficiaries’ lived realities. 
Developmental literature has highlighted how this 
failure often contributes to poor programme and 
policy outcomes (Mansuri & Rao, 2013). 

Local and national guidelines and 
legislation may differ, inclusion 
should be viewed as a constitutional 
or rights-based imperative

Thirdly, many policies and programmes created for 
youth in developing countries explicitly position 
youth ‘as problems to be contained’ or as ‘a threat to 
peace and security’ (DFID/Maguire, 2007, p. 14). Such 
efforts are directed towards securitisation or 
preventing young men from joining armed or rebel 
groups and supporting young women as victims of 
conflict. Youth employment initiatives have also 
stemmed from the inference or prioritisation of 
economic opportunities and jobs as a means of 

preventing youth from perpetrating violence and 
crime (Ruteere & Mutahi, 2020). While these narratives 
are applicable, the reality is that many young people 
are peaceful and likely to be the greatest victims of 
conflict and violence. It is only through humanising, 
inclusive approaches, such as the approach utilised in 
the Missing Peace study (Simpson, 2017), that such 
counter-narratives can be highlighted.

Finally, ‘when engagement isn’t done properly and 
people don’t feel meaningfully [included], it creates 
cynicism; false engagement is more harmful than not 
engaging at all’ (Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue, 
2020, p. 20). The challenges associated with a lack of 
meaningful engagement or inclusion in governance, 
policy and programme cycles have also been noted in 
research on local governance, service delivery and 
collective violence in South Africa (Steyn, 2015; Von 
Holdt et al., 2011). This includes how community 
members may turn to violence, as a last resort, when 
formal participatory governance structures and 
mechanisms have failed to meaningfully engage with 
and resolve their service delivery-related grievances – 
meet their basic human rights to services such as access 
to clean running water, basic sanitation and safe 
housing. Furthermore, a lack of meaningful 
engagement and inclusion in governance and 
development contributes to voter apathy, low voter 
turnout, as well as shifts in political support (Solijonov, 
2016; Mandela Institute for Development Studies, 2016). 

Which Policies and Programmes 
Require More Meaningful Youth 
Participation?

A challenge noted through the Youth Inclusion for 
Violence Prevention Project, as well as through public 
engagement literature, relates to the somewhat 
separatist development as well as lack of 
harmonisation in policy development. This challenge 
likely ties to the immense difficulty in coordinating 
policies, programmes and strategies across various 
levels of government as well as multiple government 
departments and institutions. The challenge is further 
fuelled by continued difficulties in developing 
technology that can assist with this coordination as 
well as by challenges with broader stakeholder 
inclusion and engagement. 
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This challenge has spurred some to call for unifying 
development processes (DFID CSO Youth Working Group, 
2010). This implies that while it is valuable to develop key 
documents that highlight the developmental needs of 
diverse groups, it is equally important to ensure that 
these are integrated into pinnacle policies, programmes 
or strategies. For example, in South Africa, national youth 
policies have not aligned with the development of key 
national development strategies, such as the National 
Development Plan 2030. Policies and acts on other key 
intersecting issues, such as poverty alleviation and 
gender-based violence, will likely also be developed but 
not integrated into this pinnacle strategy. While there 
have been calls for youth mainstreaming in such 
strategies, an intersectional approach to policy, 
programme and strategy development will likely be 
more fruitful. This would include ensuring that aspects of 
age, gender, race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, 
educational attainment, sexuality, gender identity, spatial 
location, physical and mental abilities, as well as other 
bases of discrimination are incorporated and addressed 
when efforts are directed towards achieving a central, 
pinnacle strategy. 

This suggests that youth should be engaged as equal 
partners in all aspects of policies and programmes that 
will likely influence their lives, as should people of all 
ages. Policymakers and programme developers should 
strive to interrogate their assumptions around youth 
and even children’s capacity to meaningfully contribute 
to their own as well as national development. Multiple 
development agencies have noted how meaningful 
child and youth engagement can contribute to positive 
developmental outcomes (Asker & Gero, 2012; DFID 
CSO Youth Working Group, 2010). 

Examples of Youth Inclusion and 
Exclusion in Programme Cycles

The Youth Inclusion for Violence Prevention Project 
highlighted multiple examples of how policy and 
programme developers could have included youth in 
programme development in more meaningful ways 

6 The focus group discussions included a relatively equal number of young men and women, with slightly more young 
women represented in these discussions. Additional key informants included KYEOP national office representatives, 
KYEOP field officers, community youth leaders, as well as chiefs. Further details around research participants can be 
found in CHRIPS’ full report/country case study on youth inclusion in the KYEOP. 

and how this inclusion may have contributed to 
improved youth and programme outcomes. Examples 
of meaningful youth inclusion are also drawn from the 
literature on youth and public participation.

Youth Inclusion in the KYEOP 

The first example of youth inclusion originated from 
CHRIPS’ case study focusing on the Kenya Youth 
Employment Opportunities Project (KYEOP). Launched 
in 2016, the project is funded through a USD 150 
million loan from the World Bank and is implemented 
by Kenya’s State Department for Youth Affairs. The 
project targets youth between the ages of 18 and 29 
years with a Form 4 education level and below. The 
project is implemented in 17 counties across Kenya 
and has four major components, which include: 
Improving youth employability, support for job 
creation, improving labour market information 
systems and strengthening youth policy development. 

Developers failed to recognise how 
low levels of trust between local 
public representatives and youth 
prevented many youth from 
accessing information about the 
programme

Insights related to ways in which specific categories of 
youth could have been more meaningfully included in 
this programme were gained through focus group 
discussions with 93 young people as well as interviews 
with 11 key stakeholders.6 

One of the first barriers to inclusion and participation 
in the KYEOP related to the means of advertising the 
programme or recruiting participants. Programme 
developers failed to recognise how low levels of trust 
between local public representatives (e.g. a chief ) 
and youth prevented many youth from accessing 
information about the programme, especially since 
this information was posted within the local 
representative’s office or premises. Because of 
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negative experiences and fears of state violence and 
criminalisation, some youth resorted to sending a 
parent or elder to the representative’s premises to 
find out more about the programme. Many of the 
youth felt that these offices were only to be accessed 
when they had exceptionally pressing concerns that 
could not be addressed through other avenues. The 
youth also mentioned how efforts to advertise the 
programme via social media platforms were met with 
mixed reactions. They felt that it was often difficult to 
trust or verify the legitimacy of information shared 
about programmes like KYEOP and explained that 
numerous people had fallen victim to fraudulent 
schemes shared on social media. In addition, many 
young people lacked the know-how and funds to 
apply for the programme online. It became an added 
cost for some who could only access the internet via 
cyber cafes and would also require assistance in 
completing such applications. The youth highlighted 
that their inclusion in the conceptualisation of the 
programme may have highlighted these issues 
before the programme was implemented.

They felt that it was often difficult 
to trust or verify the legitimacy of 
information shared about 
programmes like KYEOP and 
explained that numerous people had 
fallen victim to fraudulent schemes 
shared on social media

The KYEOP case study also found barriers to inclusion 
embedded within the structure and implementation of 
the project. These are largely related to the failure to 
consider the realities of young people in poor urban 
neighbourhoods, many of whom face pressure to 
contribute to family income at an early age. Many 
therefore struggled to balance life and the demands of 
the project, especially since the project targeted youth 
who would not be enrolled in school or an income-
generating opportunity for at least eight months from 
the time of application. This was compounded by the 
disbursement of inadequate stipends and business 
grants to project participants. Though the stipend was 
meant to cater for expenses incurred during training, 
most used the funds to meet their household expenses 
such as paying rent. Many youths explained that these 
financial constraints, exacerbated by disbursement 

delays, made them drop out despite interest in 
accessing project benefits. In addition, business grant 
recipients noted that the amount received (Kshs. 
40 000/USD 345) was insufficient to meet most 
business expenses such as taxation and registration. 
The youth felt that there would have been more 
satisfactory outcomes if they had been engaged in 
determining the appropriate amounts to be disbursed 
to participants. 

Youth Inclusion in the CWP

Another example of opportunities for greater youth 
social and economic inclusion through large-scale 
programmes was highlighted through CSVR’s research 
on youth inclusion in the Community Work Programme 
(CWP). The CWP is a large-scale public employment 
programme that was first piloted in South Africa in 
2008. The programme is often described as an 
economic safety net for individuals from communities 
affected by high levels of chronic, structural 
underemployment and unemployment. The 
programme recognises challenges and gaps in the 
private and public sectors’ ability to absorb labour and 
accepts that sustainable labour solutions will take 
time. The programme takes place at the local 
municipal or district level, with close to 250 000 
participants and 220 sites across the country. 
Participants work eight days a month or 100 days a 
year and earn a stipend of R780 (USD 50) per month. 
Activities should be deemed as useful and aligned with 
the agricultural, environmental, infrastructural and 
social sectors. It is important to note that while the 
CWP was not conceptualised as a youth-focused 
programme, its national footprint and vast budget 
place it in an ideal position to address the social, 
economic, health and other issues that often affect 
youth, more than any other age group. 

While the development of CWP sites and activities 
should take place through an approach that 
incorporates the views of diverse local stakeholders, 
including youth, CSVR’s research has highlighted how 
this is often not the case (Masuku, Langa, & Bruce, 
2016). Several factors may contribute to this, some of 
which include a lack of youth inclusion in Local 
Reference Committees, a lack of broader community 
engagements in the conceptualisation of CWP site 
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activities, as well as a focus on activities that are easier 
to implement and manage at scale. 

While CWP activities such as food gardens or 
infrastructure maintenance fall into this latter 
category, CSVR’s research highlighted how these 
carried high levels of stigma and failed to match or 
align with young people’s short- and long-term 
aspirations. Sites that allowed for innovation within 
CWP guidelines appeared to attract greater numbers 
of youth, especially young men. This innovation 
included more youth-oriented activities such as 
sports-based life skills programmes, arts and cultural 
activities, as well as skills development opportunities, 
which encouraged a sense of ownership, and resulted 
in interest and participation in the programme. Such 
activities added social and psychological benefits for 
youth, including a sense of belonging, purpose, 
routine and hope. These factors also assisted some 
young men to reduce or end risky behaviours such as 
substance abuse and crime. 

Youth Inclusion in Socio-Economic and 
Livelihood Programmes – Lessons from the 
Literature 

The literature on youth and broader public 
participation also highlighted the importance of 
considering levels of inclusion and means for youth 
to be included in policy and programme cycles. It is 
important for policy and programme developers to 
consider the extent to which youth should be 
involved in developing policies and programmes that 
influence their lives, as well as the benefits and 
challenges associated with these levels of inclusion. 
Simply informing youth about policies and 
programmes is not enough, whilst delegating 
responsibilities or empowering youth to lead these 
processes requires additional support and resources 
– such as allocating budgets towards youth activists 
or organisations. 

Different levels of inclusion can also be integrated 
into an activity. For example, a public meeting 
represents a common effort to include stakeholders 
(e.g. youth or the broader public) in policy or 
programme development. Such a public meeting 
could be merely informative, where stakeholders are 

told about a policy or programme; consultative, 
where stakeholder inputs may be incorporated; 
involved, where multiple public meetings are held 
but stakeholder contributions are not necessarily 
fully reflected; collaborative, where stakeholder 
contributions are prioritised over several meetings; 
and empowering, where programme and policy 
developers capacitate and empower stakeholders to 
make their own decisions. While this highest level 
may not always be feasible, the idea of empowering 
stakeholders to have a stronger, more equal footing 
in the different aspects of policies and programmes is 
essential. 

Diversity mapping exercises could 
be employed to ensure that diverse 
groups of people are included in 
these local and national meetings, 
with diverse youth being prioritised

In the case of the KYEOP, a more inclusive approach 
could have involved advertising nationwide public 
meetings to propose a large-scale youth employment 
and empowerment programme, including through 
sharing on platforms popular among youth and 
through partnerships with non-state and community 
organisations that already enjoy legitimacy and trust 
among different youth. Diversity mapping exercises 
could be employed to ensure that diverse groups of 
people are included in these local and national 
meetings, with diverse youth being prioritised. In 
these public meetings, the proposed programme can 
be put forward to stakeholders who could be 
engaged to conceptualise what this programme 
could look like, as well as to critically reflect on 
factors, at various levels, that may promote or hinder 
desired outcomes. Other activities or structures, such 
as representative steering committees and study 
circles, could also be utilised to think through aspects 
related to policy or programme implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. 

Recommendations

It is hoped that this policy brief has highlighted the 
importance of youth inclusion and a plethora of ideas 
on how youth can be included in policy and 
programme cycles more meaningfully. While 
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recognising the possibility of multiple proposals, the 
following recommendations are made:

1. Build more inclusive approaches to policy and 
programme cycles: Youth inclusion in these 
processes is unlikely to occur if policy and 
programme developers or influencers do not 
recognise the many benefits that outweigh the 
challenges associated with inclusive or 
participatory approaches. Barriers to this 
recognition may include pathologising or 
patronising views of youth, gendered norms, 
perceptions of who is knowledgeable, perceptions 
of how knowledge is produced or how 
development is achieved, as well as the 
subconscious losses that policy and programme 
influencers may experience when thinking about 
more inclusive spaces.

2. Meaningful inclusion is a journey; youth need to 
be included in all aspects of policy and 
programme cycles: Youth need to be included in 
all aspects of policy and programme cycles if youth 
outcomes are to be advanced at local and regional 
levels. While some policies and programmes have 
done well to consult youth in the development 
phase, policies and programmes often experience 
challenges or derail in their implementation or 
evaluation. The diverse lived experiences and 
knowledge held by youth represents a valuable 
resource when considering or confronted with 
these challenges.

3. Exclusion is part of the status quo. Change 
requires a great deal of political will and 
activism: As noted, colonial legacies and aspects 
of post-colonial rule have contributed to most 
African youth being more familiar with the 

experience of exclusion than inclusion. Fostering 
greater youth inclusion requires a political 
environment that promotes civic education, 
youth empowerment and activism. It also 
requires the support of diverse stakeholders, 
including civil society, the private sector, and 
regional and international bodies. Rights-based 
and civic education should be incorporated into 
primary and secondary school curricula. 
Furthermore, governments and other 
stakeholders should provide financial, technical 
and other forms of support to bolster local and 
international youth-led organisations focusing on 
areas such as youth, public participation, 
governance and development. 

4. Build consensus around and legislate basic 
standards or norms for youth and public 
participation: There is a great deal of literature 
that focuses on the areas of youth participation, 
public participation, as well as public 
administration. The DFID guideline, Youth 
Participation in Development, provides detailed 
quality standards or means of evaluating the 
quality of youth inclusion in areas such as policy 
and programme design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. It would be valuable 
for governments to work with other stakeholders 
in developing localised, contextually relevant 
quality standards in this regard, which could then 
be legislated. This could represent a landmark 
development, as there are still too many instances 
where youth inclusion has been viewed as a nice 
to have, rather than as something that must 
happen. This legislation and an awareness thereof 
could greatly contribute to accountability for 
youth inclusion in the various aspects of policy 
and programme cycles.
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