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Abstract 

 

This paper invites to explore ways and means in which innovative governance is effective 

towards socio-economic transformation in Africa. The focus of this paper will be on the youth; 

their realities, challenges and opportunities. This paper intends to analyse theories of 

governance and argues for innovative governance as beneficial to the emancipation of Africa’s 

youth. The African Union Agenda 2063 declares that ‘the driving force behind the continent’s 

political, social, cultural and economic transformation will be the creativity, energy and 

innovation of Africa’s youth’. This paper will provide strategies for the implementation of 

innovative and participatory governance that paves the way for long-term youth-centred socio-

economic transformation. It calls for reflection on the existence of enforceable legal 

requirements alongside the political will and allocation of necessary resources as imperative in 

achieving socio-economic transformation. What denies the youth of Africa with the 

opportunity to be capable innovators who can create sustainable solutions? Partnering with the 

youth requires honesty, foresight and innovation. In other words, societal institutions that seek 

to work with the youth must understand the lived experience of the youth while partnering with 

them to improve their lives. Agency cannot be separated nor taken away from the youth of 

Africa, especially the youth in most marginalized and vulnerable communities. While the youth 

population of Africa is growing exponentially, this is an added advantage to the urgent need 

for youth-focused and centred development. Sustainable interventions driven by youth remain 

crucial to long-term value-creation; the youth of Africa must feel capable of expressing their 

views, imagination and innovative ideas. This paper acknowledges that nothing can be done 

for African youth without their presence and creativity. According to Agenda 2063; ‘the 

creativity, energy and innovation of Africa’s youth shall be the driving force behind the 

continents political, social, cultural and economic transformation’. As such, the direct socio-

economic development of Africa’s youth cannot be delayed nor excused. The urgency for 

youth-centred innovation is critical throughout Africa given the youthful age structure that 

presents wide opportunities for rapid economic growth and solid social upliftment. 
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Introduction  

 

Africa’s socio-economic challenges are well-known to the world. The historical outcome of 

colonialism and imperialism are evident in all aspects of the African experience. The youth of 

Africa continues to the born in a land of complexities and difficulties. The vastness of Africa’s 

socio-cultural diversity makes it even more complicated to navigate the lived experience of 

being an African youth. It is the purpose of this paper; to attempt to explore the ways in which 

Africa’s youth can be genuinely and authentically empowered. Their concerns, needs and 

limitations be articulated in a way that narrates innovative thinking rather than the continuous 

story-telling of the plights of Africa’s youth poverty. The disempowering of the youth of Africa 

is evident in the way their lives are being narrated and shared to the world in their absence.  

 

Partnering with the youth requires honesty, foresight and innovation. In other words, societal 

institutions that seek to work with the youth must understand the lived experience of the youth 

while partnering with them to improve their lives. Agency cannot be separated nor taken away 

from the youth of Africa, especially the youth in most marginalized and vulnerable 

communities. While, the youth population of Africa is growing exponentially, this is an added 

advantage to the urgent need for youth focused and centred development.1 Sustainable 

interventions driven by youth remain crucial to long-term value-creation; the youth of Africa 

must feel capable of expressing their views, imagination and innovative ideas.2  

This paper acknowledges that nothing can be done for the African youth without their presence 

and creativity. According to Agenda 2063; ‘the creativity, energy and innovation of Africa’s 

youth shall be the driving force behind the continents political, social, cultural and economic 

transformation’.3 As such, the direct socio-economic development of Africa’s youth cannot be 

delayed nor excused. There urgency for youth-centred innovation is critical throughout Africa 

given the youthful age structure that presents wide opportunities for rapid economic growth 

and solid social upliftment.  

 

African governments and capitalized companies must intensify their investments in education, 

skills development, sexual and reproductive health and job creation for Africa’s youth without 

seeing this as a burden.4 The incidence of chronic poverty is a reality of millions of Africa’s 

youth; if stakeholders do not act now, it may be too late to awaken when the situation is at its 

worse. Developing effective youth policies and setting performance measures with regularly 

monitoring and reporting is essential, however, you cannot manage what you cannot measure.5  

 

 

The African Youth Charter and Participatory Governance  

 

The African Youth Charter is a guiding and living document that guarantees Africa’s youth 

full access to education, training, skills, and technology, healthcare services, jobs and economic 

 
1 Population Facts, United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division, 2015. 
2 Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering with the Youth for 
Africa’s transformation, National School of Government.   
3 African Union Commission, Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want, Final Edition, April 2015. 
4 Violet Murunga and Eunice Williams. 2015. Investing in developing Africa’s young population is central to the 
region’s socio-economic development. Africa Institute of Development Policy. Senegal.  
5 Kwabena Gyimah-brempong and Mwangi Kimenyi. 2013. Youth Policy and the Future of African Development. 
Africa Growth Initiative. The Brookings Institution.  
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opportunities.6 All states that are signatories to the African Union Assembly have an obligation 

to complement their juristic legislative and policy-making with the provisions of the charter. 

Subsequently, pathways to an Africa that is pro-youth, that provides abundant opportunities 

and aims to ensure that its youth feel that they have a stake in an integrated, prosperous and 

peaceful continent can be achieved if priority is given to the lives experience of the youth and 

the commitment to improve their standards of living.7  

 

Central to this view is Juma’s position that planning, and implementation must be inclusive; 

the direct input of the youth in identifying their problems and finding solutions is inseparable 

to sustainable development.8 Policies and programmes that reach the poorest youth in Africa 

will be true to innovative and collaborative governance. The optimal incentivized participation 

of Africa’s youth in their socio-economic development should be noted.  

 

Governing limited resources 

 

Given the undeniable historical structural challenges of post-colonial state formation in Africa; 

the slow pace of socio-economic development remains a livable legacy of lack of innovation, 

access and intellectual capacities for disruptive Afrocentric progress. As a result, the available 

resources tend to be geared towards the basic necessities of the African people; their social 

welfare and security. Redressing the wounds of the past haunts every African family; due to 

the lack of access to developmental information and empowering efforts to the improvement 

of standards of living. Consequently, this paper calls for participatory governance as a means 

to effective inclusion of Africa’s youth on driving solutions tailored towards their 

emancipation9.  

 

The governance of limited resources requires face to face youth-centred consultations, 

deliberate and appropriate engagement focused on inclusive decision-making and connecting 

youth articulated experiences to broader inter-governmental agendas. Strengthening platforms 

for youth participation in decision-making at all levels of governance structures is 

advantageous as it places direct responsibility on the youth to be focused on their constructive 

and contemporary emancipation.10 This paper agrees to Levin’s argument that good 

governance does not lead to or guarantee development.11  

 

Moreover, good governance cannot be transmitted from one geography or population to 

another as the socio-political realities differ. Innovative governance can facilitate inclusiveness 

for as long as the youth of Africa can be empowered to not fear authority nor feel insecure in 

their creative endeavors. It is accurate to assert that resource-based initiatives on youth 

education and employment have been undertaken in Africa; but these need to be deepened in 

order to exploit the full potential of young people in contributing to poverty reduction, 

sustainable development and ultimately the transformation of the African control.12 This paper 

 
6 African Youth Charter, 2006. 
7 NEPAD, 2015. African Continental Framework on Youth Development; Mainstream into Agenda 2016. 
Senegal. 
8 Juma Calestous, 2016. ‘How can Africa master the digital revolution’, World Economic Forum. 
9 Olin Wright, 2010. Envisioning Real Utopias, Verso.  
10 African Youth Charter, 2006.  
11 Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering with the Youth for 
Africa’s transformation, National School of Government.  
12 NEPAD, 2015. African Continental Framework on Youth Development; Mainstream into Agenda 2016. 
Senegal.  
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argues that such socio-economic transformation can manifest once the governance of resources 

is fair, just and equitable – no African youth should be left behind in the enjoyment of the 

continent’s wealth.  

 

Strategies for youth-centred innovation  

 

The capabilities of the youth of Africa are the source of great human capital. Creative thinking 

allows for infinite possibilities. The youth of Africa must be prepared in negotiating and 

facilitating contemporary lifestyles; understanding the material conditions conducive to 

innovative productivity in both rural and urban areas. The overconcentration of resource 

allocation to urban areas should be lessened. More focus should be placed on the socio-

economic upliftment of Africa’s youth in impoverished communities. The strides of 

colonialism and imperialism did not affect African communities in a similar manner as such 

more emphasis should be centred towards the youth who need the most help as their upliftment 

will ensure equality is possible.   

 

Sen’s capabilities approach is important to consider in this context; it alludes to investigating 

what people are capable to do in their communities, countries or cultures13. We must seek to 

understand the living conditions of Africa’s youth within the parameters of their capabilities. 

Once it is established what they can and cannot do; it remains decisive to then be concerned 

about solution curated at solving the limitations in consultation and direct involvement of the 

youth.  

 

It is worth bringing to attention the social realities of university curricula and job market 

demands being contradictory thus the employability of graduates remains an obstacle for the 

youth of Africa; often leading to brain drain. This worryingly stifles socio-economic 

development. Afrocentric thought leadership is incremental in the realization of the long-term 

benefit of quality, world-class and critical education; primary, secondary and tertiary.14 

Questioning the education system of each community allows for innovative ways for the youth 

to be sensitive towards their realities thus be charged to think about solutions to their immediate 

environment. Furthermore, the exclusions, drop outs, out of school youth, and youth with 

learning disabilities should not remain forgotten. There must be means to get them 

economically or socially engaged.   

 

While this paper recognizes that the youth of Africa are at risk of poor sexual and reproductive 

health including sexually transmitted diseases, HIV and AIDS, unintended pregnancy or death 

associated with unsafe abortions. As well as child-headed households, capacities for families 

and access to adequate sexual resources; condoms, medicine, information, tackling persistent 

socio-cultural beliefs and practices associated with religious views.  These socio-economic 

realities must be governed with awareness and an constructive attitude that does not silent the 

harshness of the lived experience of Africa’s youth. Levin safely suggests that adaptable and 

flexible procedures to enhance context-sensitive innovation should be evident.15  

 

 
13 Amartya Sen, 1999. Development as Freedom, New York.  
14 Violet Murunga and Eunice Williams. 2015. Investing in developing Africa’s young population is central to the 
region’s socio-economic development. Africa Institute of Development Policy. Senegal. 
15 Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering with the Youth for 
Africa’s transformation, National School of Government.  
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Indisputably, generating new ideas requires youth-led disruptions of structures that stifle 

innovation and collaboration.16This paper recommends that modernization of agriculture 

through innovation would help attract youth especially the unskilled or unemployed to become 

the labour force in agriculture value chains across Africa. Opening their minds to innovation 

in storage, processing, packaging, transporting and marketing of agricultural products which is 

practical and realistic to their community needs and global trade prospects.17 

 

Capacity building geared towards youth-led socio-economic initiatives  

 

Afrocentric thought leadership that tackles norms while instilling innovative change is central 

to the transformation of Africa’s youth. The shackles of chronic and cyclical poverty and 

intolerable inequality which in subtle ways denies the youth of their dignity to be productive 

citizens must be addressed without deferral.  What denies the youth of Africa with the 

opportunity to be capable innovators who can create solutions?18 This question demands 

effective implementation and monitoring of policies and programmes that seek to change the 

lives of African youth. The impact of interventions should be analyzed within the confines of 

innovative governance that is inclusive and of a participatory nature. Result-driven monitoring 

and evaluation that is honest to the realities of communities is mandatory. Integrated actions in 

identifying blockages to achieving socio-economic development results ought to be taken 

seriously.  

 

This paper endorses mental health interventions as instrumental to capacity building for youth-

centred socio-economic development in Africa. Creativity cannot flourish with a mind that is 

closed and frustrated. It is important that alternative or integrative health techniques are 

adopted by communities in order to allow for dialogue and collective trauma processing; this 

is urgent as more African youth are resolving to substance abuse as they cannot handle the 

social pressures of exclusion to social, political and economic gains.  triggers to social unrest 

can be avoided if community specific mental health interventions are present. Innovative 

governance must allow for policies to be informed by realities so that they can endeavor to 

realistic change targeted at Africa’s youth.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Agenda 2063 states that ‘young African men and women will be the path breakers of the 

African knowledge society and will contribute significantly to innovation and 

entrepreneurship’.19 It is for this reason that this paper has provided a narrative that puts the 

youth of Africa at the centre of socio-economic development. Using innovative experiential 

learning to develop capacity for innovation is what this paper has attempted to simplify and 

support. 20 This paper has painted a picture of the possibility of quality human capital made of 

well educated, skilled, innovative, healthy and gainfully employed African youth in this 

 
16 Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering with the Youth for 
Africa’s transformation, National School of Government.  
17 Kwabena Gyimah-brempong and Mwangi Kimenyi. 2013. Youth Policy and the Future of African 
Development. Africa Growth Initiative. The Brookings Institution. 
18 Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering with the Youth for 
Africa’s transformation, National School of Government. 
19 African Union Commission, Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want, Final Edition. 2015.  
20 Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering with the Youth for 
Africa’s transformation, National School of Government. 
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lifetime.21 Conclusively, the active involvement of youth in improving governance would 

create social stability, thereby averting potential social and civil unrest.22  
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21 Violet Murunga and Eunice Williams. 2015. Investing in developing Africa’s young population is central to the 
region’s socio-economic development. Africa Institute of Development Policy. Senegal. 
22 Kwabena Gyimah-brempong and Mwangi Kimenyi. 2013. Youth Policy and the Future of African 
Development. Africa Growth Initiative. The Brookings Institution. 



 7 

Bibliography 

 

1. African Union Commission, Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want, Final Edition. 2015. 

2. African Youth Charter, 2006. 

3. Amartya Sen, 1999. Development as Freedom, New York. 

4. Juma Calestous, 2016. ‘How can Africa master the digital revolution’, World 

Economic Forum. 

5. Kwabena Gyimah-brempong and Mwangi Kimenyi. 2013. Youth Policy and the Future 

of African Development. Africa Growth Initiative. The Brookings Institution. 

6. NEPAD, 2015. African Continental Framework on Youth Development; Mainstream 

into Agenda 2016. Senegal. 

7. Olin Wright, 2010. Envisioning Real Utopias, Verso. 

8. Population Facts, United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

Population Division, 2015 

9. Richard Levin, 2017. Entrenching a citizen-centred service delivery culture: Partnering 

with the Youth for Africa’s transformation. National School of Government.  

10. Violet Murunga and Eunice Williams. 2015. Investing in developing Africa’s young 

population is central to the region’s socio-economic development. Africa Institute of 

Development Policy. Senegal. 

 

 


