
educational qualifi cation may be relevant, training innovation is related, to a large extent, to the skills, knowledge, exposure, 

and training capacity of the MCs. Assessing the educational level of MCs in several African countries, Hofmann et al. (2022) 

found that in general fewer than 20% of MCs have postsecondary qualifi cations. The majority of MCs possess only primary, 

junior secondary or some TVET education. This distribution of educational levels of MCs is confi rmed in a study on the 

informal apprenticeship system in Ghana (Anokye et al., 2014). In another study conducted by Adams et al (2013) in 5 

African countries, the authors also found that “the vast majority of workers in the informal economy have completed primary 

education but few have proceeded to secondary levels or higher”. Other factors accounting for the slow response of informal 

apprenticeship to new technologies and skills include lack of awareness, lack of trust in ICT tools, lack of technical expertise 

as well as inadequate capital (Mbuyisa and Leonard, 2017).

RESEARCH

There is paucity of academic research on the contribution of informal apprenticeships to the development of the overall 

national workforce in many countries. Evidence-based research is required to better understand the internal dynamics and 

relationships involving SMEs development, introduction of new trades and occupational skills, digitalisation of the training 

curricula and methodologies and their effect on productivity of the informal economy and transitions to formality. It may also 

be worthwhile to assess the quality and capacity of MCs and skills transmission approaches on the responsiveness of the 

informal apprenticeship system to the learning of new trades. 

REFERENCES

Avril V. Adams, Sarah Johansson de Silva, and Setareh Razmara. 2013. Improving skills development in the informal sector: Strategies for Sub-

Saharan Africa. The World Bank, Washington DC.

Anokye P.A., Afranie S.K and Oduro-Ofori E. 2014. The informal apprenticeship system in Ghana: Post graduation job integration and its 

implication for the management of urban space. Journal of Environment and Earth Science, vol.4, no. 18

Bhattacharya, R. 2019. ICT solutions for the informal sector in developing economies: What can one expect? The Electronic Journal of Information 

Systems in Developing Countries; 85: e12075. https://doi.org/10.1002/isd2.12075

Frempong G. 2007. Trends in ICT usage by small and medium scale enterprises in Ghana. ATDF Journal, 4 (1), 3-10

Hofmann C., Zelenka M., Savadogo B., Akinyi Okolo W. 2022. How to strengthen informal apprenticeship systems for a better future of work? 

Lessons learned from comparative analysis of country cases, ILO Working Paper 49, ILO. Geneva

ILO. 2018. Women and men in the informal economy: A statistical picture (3rd edition), ILO, Geneva

ILO. 2012. Upgrading of informal apprenticeships: a resource guide for Africa. International Labour Offi ce, Skills and Employability Department, 

ILO. Geneva

ILO. 2002. Decent work and the informal economy, 90th Session, International Labour Conference, ILO. Geneva

Mbuyisa, B and Leonard, A. 2017. The role of ICT use in SMEs towards poverty reduction: A systematic literature review. Journal of International 

Development, 29 (2), 159-197

Teal, Francis. (2016). Are apprenticeships benefi cial in Sub-Saharan Africa? IZA World of Labour, no. 268, Bonn. Available at: 

https://wol.iza.org/uploads/articles/268/pdfs

INFO
F O R  F U R T H E R  I N F O R M A T I O N
P L E A S E  C O N T A C T

International Training Centre of the ILO
Employment Policy and Analysis Programme (EPAP)

Viale Maestri del Lavoro, 10

10127 Turin – Italy

epap@itcilo.org

Copyright © International Training Centre of the International Labour Organization, 2023. All rights reserved. Cover image ©ILO

THEMATIC BRIEF

POTENTIAL APPRENTICESHIP SKILL 
NEEDS IN THE INFORMAL ECONOMY
DR. GEORGE AFETI

STRENGTHENING APPRENTICESHIP SYSTEMS 
IN THE INFORMAL ECONOMY IN AFRICA TO PROMOTE QUALITY, 
INNOVATION AND TRANSITIONS TO FORMALITY

COTONOU, BÉNIN, 22 – 23 FEBRUARY 2023



2 POTENTIAL APPRENTICESHIP SKILL NEEDS IN THE INFORMAL ECONOMY

INTRODUCTION

Informal apprenticeship systems are a critical component of the informal economy in many African countries. Apprenticeship 

in the informal economy is a learning pathway characterised by a dynamic entrepreneurial skills development and production 

system comprising mainly learners or apprentices, master craftspersons (MCs), and clients or service demanders. In fact, it 

is the default option for many young people who are unable to proceed to further education after completing or dropping out 

of basic education. New skills acquired by apprentices and workers in the informal economy contributes to the expansion 

and resilience of small and medium enterprises (SMEs). Upgraded informal apprenticeships positively impact the training 

system as a whole, with benefi ts for learners and master craftspersons, help address youth employment issues, and support 

enterprise development and expansion (ILO, 2012). It is important to note that upgrading informal apprenticeships should 

not close down existing pathways but help improve outcomes by providing additional inputs and support. The infusion of 

emerging skills and trades into upgraded informal occupational training can promote innovation, adoption of new technologies 

and tools, and help increase worker productivity. It is critical for governments to recognize that traditional and informal 

apprenticeships form the backbone of job-oriented skills development in most developing economies

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework: Energizing the Informal Economy

Figure 1 is a conceptual framework of the key elements that underpin the revitalisation of the informal economy. It is aligned 

with the ILO defi nition of informal economy as an all embracing terminology that captures the actors and activities, including 

skills development, in an informal setting (ILO, 2002).

It is important that any new skills introduced into modernised or upgraded apprenticeship systems are based on empirical 

research evidence, if the desired impact on SMEs development and the informal economy as a whole is to be achieved. 

Admittedly, current research evidence is quite thin but needs to be considered when designing new interventions. Ultimately, 

rigorous evidence and evaluations are critical to achieving the desired impact of any new interventions.

TRADITIONAL OCCUPATIONAL AREAS IN THE INFORMAL ECONOMY

Recent research fi ndings from Egypt, Ghana, Malawi, Sudan, Senegal, Tanzania, Tunisia, and Zimbabwe confi rm that the 

dominant occupational areas in informal apprenticeship systems in Africa are in the fi elds of car mechanics and repair, 

welding and fabrication, carpentry and joinery, hairdressing, tailoring and dressmaking, plumbing, masonry, and agro-food 

processing (Hofmann et al., 2022). Many studies have reported on the skills development needs and occupational prospects 

of the urban poor. There is very little information on the rural poor, which is an area that needs to be equally investigated. 
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However, it is noted that upgrading of informal apprenticeships is often about improving the quality of training of existing 

trades with limited introduction of new skills and new technologies.

INTRODUCING NEW SKILLS CAN ENHANCE THE EMPLOYMENT PROSPECTS OF LEARNERS

The infusion of new skills and technologies into the training of apprentices and workers in the informal economy can enhance 

the employment prospects of learners, and may contribute to the diversifi cation of the production and economic profi le 

of SMEs. The introduction of new skills and application of relevant technologies would also promote the attractiveness of 

informal apprenticeships. Some examples of emerging occupational areas that may be leveraged to modernise and raise 

the attractiveness of informal apprenticeships as well as improve the performance of SMEs in the informal economy include:

SOLAR PANEL INSTALLATION AND MAINTENANCE

• installation of PV solar panels on roofs of buildings or on the ground, including ancillary equipment such as batteries and 

inverters is a potential new skills development opportunity. Such trainings, including solar water heating systems, which 

contribute to a green economy, could be introduced into the informal apprenticeship system. 

WASTE MANAGEMENT, SANITATION AND CLEANING SERVICES

• management of e-waste has become a huge environmental issue in many African countries. In Ghana, for example, it is 

estimated that 171,000 tonnes of e-waste were generated in 2011 by scrap dealers and dismantlers of post-consumer 

electronics and electrical appliances in the informal economy. Such unregulated activities pose grave environmental, 

health and safety hazards.1 Recycling of waste materials and management of e-waste could be a new skills training 

activity in the informal economy. Waste management skills are transferable to sanitation and cleaning operations and 

could lead to the building of a skilled workforce for small waste management enterprises in the informal economy.

GREENHOUSE AGRICULTURE

• greenhouse vegetable/crop production and marketing. Training young people to acquire skills in greenhouse agriculture 

can increase the proportion of agriculture in informal employment while making agriculture more appealing as a 

profi table profession to the youth. Such trainings have the potential to increase opportunities for decent employment 

in the agricultural sector. The agricultural sector in Africa is dominated by smallholder farmers who can benefi t from 

technology and new skills to modernise the sector, increase productivity, boost economic growth, and support transitions 

to formality. It is estimated that including agriculture, informal employment as proportion of total employment in Africa 

is 85.8% and 71.9% when agriculture is excluded (ILO, 2018).

DIGITAL SKILLS AND ICT

• because the future of work is digital, it is important to integrate digital literacy into informal apprenticeship training in 

all trades. The use of ICT can promote the growth of informal businesses by enabling market integration and enhanced 

access to information and new technologies and tools (Frempong, 2007; Mbuyisa and Leonard, 2017). However, the 

use of ICT by small business owners is limited, not only by cost factors, but also by the entrepreneur’s appreciation 

of the benefi ts to the business, which is partially related to the educational level of the entrepreneur or MC. Small 

business owners are often unsure of the benefi ts of introducing new technologies into their operations. Will the adoption 

of technology and digital skills training enhance their profi ts and incomes? It is possible, therefore, that risk-averse 

entrepreneurs and MCs may be reluctant to adopt ICTs or absorb the associated capital costs (Bhattacharya, 2019).

LOW ACADEMIC QUALIFICATIONS OF MASTER CRAFTSPERSONS MAY HINDER INNOVATION

Informal apprenticeship systems are slow to incorporate new technologies and innovation (Teal, 2016). A major obstacle to 

the introduction of new occupational skills into informal apprenticeship is the low educational levels of MCs and their lack 

of qualifi cations and competencies in emerging occupational areas or potential new sectors. While other factors other than 

1  See www.unep.org/switchafricagreen/projects/ghana/ongoing/e-waste management 


