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Youth unemployment—an acute problem in Sub-Saharan Africa—is an important policy concern. This study measured the impact

of a government apprenticeship program for youth in Ghana on wages, employment, skills, fertility, migration, and other

outcomes. Four years after the program was launched, there were limited improvements in labor market outcomes such as total

earnings and hours of work. The program shifted youth out of wage work and into self-employment, especially women. There

were some promising patterns among women working in the hairdressing and beauty sectors, but limited effects in garments and

construction trades. In part this is consistent with the greater training completion rates among hairdressers compared to

garments and construction trades who were more likely to still be in training. Skills increased and durable assets increased,

especially among hairdressers. The results suggest that apprenticeship programs can provide youth with skills and transition

them into self-employment. However, a longer-term follow up would be needed to better estimate the returns in earnings from

the program. 

Policy issue

Youth unemployment is an acute problem in low- and middle-income countries, and especially in Sub-Saharan Africa.1,  Young

people account for 60 percent of the unemployed in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 72 percent of young people between the ages of

fifteen and 24 live below the US$2 a day poverty line.2 A lack of necessary skills is often cited as contributing to high

unemployment. However, traditional job training programs, such as training through public vocational institutions, have been

shown to provide low labor market returns on average.

Apprenticeship training with private-sector firms has the potential to cost-effectively expand labor market opportunities for young

people by providing them with relevant on-the-job experience and market-ready skills. However, evidence on the impact of

apprenticeship training is limited, and open questions remain about its effectiveness. In Ghana, as in other low- and middle-
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income countries, productivity (and likely, training ability) varies greatly across businesses. In addition, providers of on-the-job

training may focus on firm-specific, rather than general, skills. Firms may also seek to retain apprentices at a skill level that is

profitable for the business but makes them less than employable elsewhere.

Context of the evaluation

In 2012, 26 percent of people in Ghana between the ages of fifteen and 24 were unemployed.3,  These employment challenges

are driven in part by limited labor market skills among Ghanaian youth. The skills deficit in Ghana is partly driven by an education

system in which a large number of students fail to progress beyond junior high school. Access to senior high school is based on

performance in national examinations and places are often limited: in 2011/2012, only 50 percent of qualified students

transitioned to senior high school, and the gross enrollment ratio for senior high school was only 37 percent.4 The gross

enrollment ratio in public technical and vocational training institutions was just 3.5 percent. Limited capacities at schools and

training institutions, combined with costly fees, prevent many young people from furthering their education and improving their

skills.

The National Apprenticeship Program (NAP) is a training program initiated by the Council for Technical and Vocational Education

and Training (COTVET), and implemented by district-level coordinators of the Ghana Education Service, in close partnership with

craft-specific trade associations.

A tailoring apprentice in Ghana using an overlocking sewing machine. The use of these machines requires specialised skills and

can increase tailors' earning potential. Photo: Morgan Hardy | J-PAL

Details of the intervention



Researchers used a randomized evaluation to measure the impacts of a national apprenticeship program on labor supply, wages,

skills, and employment, as well as consumption, fertility, migration, and other outcomes. The evaluation also examined whether

characteristics and effort of the training firm made a difference in labor market outcomes.

In 32 nationally-representative districts across all ten regions of Ghana, researchers collaborated with COTVET and local district

officials to randomize the selection of participants in the apprenticeship program from the pool of 3,928 applicants. Those

applicants who were not selected for treatment served as the comparison group. Program apprentices were then randomly

assigned to master trainers’ businesses that matched their trade and geographic preferences. Although training was designed to

last for one year, most NAP apprenticeships lasted three years or longer, a timeline that is similar to traditional apprenticeships in

Ghana. The program offered participants the opportunity to training in construction, garments, and hairdressing/beauty. This

resulted in gender segregation with men training in construction and women in garments and hairdressing/beauty.

Participating businesses and their owners have a wide range of characteristics, which enabled researchers to measure whether

certain business-level characteristics were associated with higher-quality training (as measured by self-reported progress

throughout the program, and apprentice attendance, retention, and completion) and higher labor market returns upon

completion.

Researchers surveyed both treatment and comparison participants about four years after training began on topics including

education, training history, labor market outcomes, socioeconomic status, and health.

Results and policy lessons

Researchers are still analyzing data for a complete — all results reported below are preliminary.

Take-up and completion: Compliance with the apprenticeship program was low, and 62 percent of youth assigned to the

comparison group began an apprenticeship offered outside of the NAP program. Overall, youth who were randomly selected to

participate in the NAP program were almost 10 percentage points more likely to complete an apprenticeship. This translates to a

40 percent increase compared to the control group average completion rate. These completion effects were driven by women in

the garment-making and hairdressing trades. Surprisingly, at the time of the follow up (almost four years after training started),

most men were still in their apprenticeships (in construction). This lag likely explains much of the differential impacts by gender

and occupation described below.

Employment: Access to the program reduced wage employment for men and women and increased self-employment in some

groups, particularly among women in the beauty sector (who graduated from the apprenticeships first). Men (in construction)

were also more likely to be in training and less likely less likely to be working in agriculture.

Earnings: Treated men (in construction trades) experienced lower wages than men in the comparison group, likely because 33

percent of the males who took up the program were still in their low-paid apprenticeships at the time of the follow-up survey.

Twenty percent of women in the garment industry were also still in apprenticeships at this time and also experienced lower

wages. Women in hairdressing also saw reductions in wages, however, these declines were offset by increases in self-

employment earnings. Since the increases in self-employment were concentrated among women in hairdressing who had the

highest completion rates and had completed their training earlier than the other trades, it is possible that the overall labor

market outcomes for the NAP program would be stronger in the future. Researchers theorize that apprentices may be stagnating,

in some way, in their path to self-employment possibly due to lack of start-up capital in the more capital-intensive trades of

garments, and especially, construction. Additional data would be needed to better estimate the returns in earnings to the

program once participants have had time to fully transition into paid jobs.



Durable assets and consumption: The program had no impact on durable household assets for women on average and a negative

impact on men. It appears women in the beauty sector (who had been out of their apprenticeships longest) had more durable

assets. Researchers theorize men may have sold assets to support themselves during their training.

Skills: Apprenticeship training increased trade-specific skills and general job skills used in self-employment (including reading,

calculating, and using a computer). Given the importance of skills in the labor market, researchers considered this an encouraging

sign for participants’ future labor market outcomes.

Marriage and fertility: The program had no effect on fertility except for women in the cohort who had been out of their

apprenticeships longest (the beauty industry), which is consistent with their better labor market outcomes.

Migration: Those offered the program were not more likely to have migrated than those in the comparison group on average, but

it appeared women in beauty sector cohort who had been out of their apprenticeships longest migrated at a higher rate. The

probability of migration was higher in rural areas than in urban areas.

Mental health: The program had no impact on mental health of men or women on average. Consistent with the other findings,

however, women in the beauty sector appeared to have improved mental health.

Overall, these results suggest that apprenticeship programs can provide youth with skills, and may encourage youth to shift into

self-employment. Although no earnings gains were found in the short run, earnings may increase in the long run given the

increase in skills and the emerging patterns on migration, fertility, and durable assets among women. Focusing on the skills

outcomes, and assuming that the program costs were driven by the fees paid to trainers, the program raised scores on a skills

test by 0.42 SD per US$100. A further round of data collection would be needed to better assess the impact of the program on the

labor market.

Policy Lessons

The main policy implication of this research is that governments can increase the efficacy of apprenticeship-placement programs

by carefully screening and selecting training providers. In particular, the findings suggest that utilizing the expertise available in

the large informal sector can increase the skills of young men and women, but that trainer characteristics play a key role. In this

setting, increasing the skills of youth required identifying experienced trainers with booming businesses. While some procedures

used in this study proved effective for identifying high-quality trainers, more research is needed to establish reliable and cost-

effective ways of detecting high-quality training providers. Some techniques to consider include:

1. Community-based identification of reputable trainers;

2. Collection of survey data on firm and firm owner characteristics; and

3. District-and-trade-level match meetings that bring together unemployed youth and prospective trainers and allow youth

to identify their preferred training firms.

The findings also suggest that increasing the productivity of firms can also improve the effectiveness of apprenticeships.

Implementation Lessons

A major challenge faced by those implementing programs of this scale is ensuring the fidelity of implementation. This challenge

can be even more pronounced when the implementation and monitoring are decentralized. Some of the main process lessons

drawn from this evaluation are:

1. The importance of a strong information campaign to ensure proper targeting: Carefully considering the program's goals can

help policymakers and implementers identify the characteristics of the individuals they hope to reach with the program.

While policymakers can seek help from local committees to screen individuals, monitoring and auditing is likely needed to

ensure adherence to the identified targeting criteria.



2. The importance of identifying and recruiting training providers: Developing a strategy to recruit motivated and qualified

training providers is a major challenge that policymakers and implementers of training programs face – especially in

informal sector settings. 

3. The importance of monitoring: Regular monitoring visits can help ensure that training is progressing as intended. Since

regular monitoring visits could considerably add to the program's implementation costs, additional research is needed to

explore cost-effective monitoring options.

4. Travel costs can reduce program participation among trainees: While some programs provide travel stipends to address this

issue, doing so can be costly. A more cost-effective solution could be to recruit trainers who are in close proximity to

trainees, as long as high-quality trainers are accessible.
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