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Youth unemployment remains one of Uganda’s most persistent development challenges, undermining the nation’s socioeconomic transformation and stability. This paper examines the impact of the Skilling Uganda Programme, an initiative under the Business, Technical, and Vocational Education and Training (BTVET) Strategic Plan (2011–2020), on youth employment outcomes in Eastern Uganda. Guided by Human Capital Theory and General Systems Theory, the study sought to establish the employment status and employability of programme graduates, identify challenges they face in the labour market, and explore institutional factors affecting programme sustainability. A mixed-methods approach was employed, drawing on survey data from 208 respondents selected from three Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutions—Buteleja VTI, Kaliro VTI, and Uganda Technical College (UTC) Elgon. Findings revealed that while the programme improved access to employment opportunities, 14.4% of graduates remained unemployed and many others faced underemployment, earning below subsistence levels. Persistent gaps in digital literacy (51.4%) and leadership skills (64.0%) were evident, attributed more to personal initiative than institutional training. Institutional weaknesses such as limited funding, weak industry linkages, and inadequate technological infrastructure hindered long-term effectiveness. The study concludes that the Skilling Uganda Programme enhanced access to employment but fell short of fostering sustainable, high-quality jobs. Strengthening industry partnerships, integrating employability skills, and expanding technological training are recommended to enhance the employability and resilience of Ugandan youth.
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1. Introduction 
Youth unemployment poses one of the most significant social and economic challenges in sub-Saharan Africa, with Uganda ranking among the countries facing the highest rates of joblessness among young people. According to the Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS, 2021), youth unemployment stood at 16.5%, far exceeding the national average of 9.2%. Beyond economic implications, youth unemployment threatens social cohesion and political stability (UNDP, 2019). In response, the Government of Uganda introduced a range of interventions targeting youth employability, the most prominent of which was the Skilling Uganda Programme—the implementation framework of the Business, Technical, and Vocational Education and Training (BTVET) Strategic Plan (2011–2020). This programme sought to shift Uganda’s education system from certificate-based instruction to a competence-based framework that emphasizes practical, employable skills.
Historically, youth unemployment in Africa escalated following the post-colonial shift to formal labour markets, where economic reforms and structural adjustment programs in the 1980s and 1990s reduced public-sector jobs and limited industrial opportunities (AfDB, 2020). In Uganda, the problem intensified despite numerous youth initiatives, including the Youth Livelihood Programme (2014), Emyooga (2020), and the Presidential Skilling Initiative (2017). Many of these schemes, however, were criticized for weak implementation, politicization, and lack of follow-up (Ahaibwe & Mbowa, 2014). The Skilling Uganda Programme distinguished itself by emphasizing systematic reform within TVET institutions and industry collaboration through the Uganda Skills Development Project (USDP) and the Albertine Region Skills Development Project (ARSDP), both co-funded by the World Bank and development partners.
The theoretical foundation of this study draws from the Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964) and General Systems Theory (Bertalanffy, 1968). Human Capital Theory posits that education and training are investments that enhance individuals’ productivity and economic value. This study applies this perspective to assess whether the Skilling Uganda Programme effectively increased youth employability through skills accumulation. General Systems Theory complements this by conceptualizing skills development as a system in which inputs (training, infrastructure, and institutional capacity) produce outputs (employment and productivity). Together, these frameworks suggest that enhancing skills should translate into improved employment outcomes, assuming other systemic factors—such as institutional quality and labour market demand—function optimally.
Empirical literature underscores the significance of skills development in improving employment outcomes, yet warns of the persistent gap between training and the realities of the labour market (ILO, 2015; OECD, 2015). For instance, Kluve et al. (2019) emphasize that youth employment programs achieve sustainable results only when designed in partnership with industry stakeholders and supplemented with post-training support such as mentorship, access to finance, and technological adaptation. Similarly, Fox and Kaul (2018) found that multi-dimensional interventions—combining training with entrepreneurship and market access—yield more enduring employment gains than stand-alone training. However, in many developing contexts, training institutions continue to face inadequate resources, poor equipment, and limited supervision, leading to low-quality outcomes.
In Uganda, studies by Moses and Liu (2023) and Ahaibwe and Mbowa (2014) revealed that while vocational training initiatives have improved skills acquisition and self-employment, persistent structural challenges—such as underfunding, outdated curricula, and limited private-sector collaboration—restrict their overall impact. UNESCO (2015) further stresses that effective TVET systems require alignment with local labour market needs, sustainable funding, and continuous evaluation of program outcomes. These insights collectively justify the current study’s focus on evaluating the real-world impact of the Skilling Uganda Programme on youth employment in Eastern Uganda, a region characterized by high population density, limited industrialization, and constrained access to formal job markets.
The study therefore aimed to address four critical objectives: (1) to establish the employment status of youth trained under the Skilling Uganda Programme; (2) to determine the employability skills acquired; (3) to identify employment-related challenges facing graduates; and (4) to explore institutional challenges affecting programme implementation and sustainability. By examining these dimensions, this paper contributes empirical evidence to the ongoing policy debate on how skills development interventions can be redesigned to create meaningful, sustainable employment for Uganda’s youth.

2. Methodology
2.1 Research Design and Paradigm
This study adopted a mixed-methods research design under a pragmatic paradigm, integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches to examine the multidimensional impact of the Skilling Uganda Programme on youth employment in Eastern Uganda. The mixed-methods approach was chosen because it enabled triangulation of numerical data with qualitative insights, ensuring a more holistic understanding of the programme’s outcomes. According to Creswell and Creswell (2017), the pragmatic paradigm emphasizes practical solutions to real-world problems, drawing from both positivist and interpretivist traditions. This made it appropriate for a tracer study that sought both statistical evidence and contextual explanations from participants.
Quantitative data were collected through structured questionnaires administered to graduates of the Skilling Uganda Programme, while qualitative data were obtained through semi-structured interviews with administrators of beneficiary Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutions. Quantitative data allowed the measurement of employability outcomes and employment status, whereas qualitative narratives provided depth on institutional challenges, program implementation, and perceived skill gaps. The integration of both datasets enhanced reliability, internal validity, and interpretation of results.
2.2 Study Area
The research was conducted in Eastern Uganda, a region geographically located between latitude 1.2692° N and longitude 33.4384° E. The area was purposively selected because it hosts several government-aided TVET institutions that benefited from the Skilling Uganda Programme through the Uganda Skills Development Project (USDP). The region has one of the highest youth populations in the country, yet experiences limited industrial growth and high unemployment rates (UBOS, 2023).
Key beneficiary institutions included Uganda Technical College (UTC) Elgon, Kaliro Vocational Training Institute (VTI), and Buteleja Vocational Training Institute. UTC Elgon served as a Centre of Excellence under the USDP, providing training in engineering, construction, and manufacturing trades. Kaliro and Buteleja VTIs, as satellite beneficiaries, offered craft-level and artisan-level courses in building construction, plumbing, welding, tailoring, and electrical installation.
The region’s socio-economic context, characterized by agricultural dependence and limited industrialization, made it a suitable case for assessing whether skills training interventions like Skilling Uganda can bridge the gap between education and employment.
2.3 Target Population and Sampling Design
The target population comprised all graduates of the Skilling Uganda Programme from the three beneficiary TVET institutions. Records from the institutions indicated approximately 450 graduates in 2020, the final year of the programme’s implementation phase. This cohort was chosen for its relevance—being recent enough to trace yet having had sufficient time (three years) to transition into employment or entrepreneurship.
Using Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) sample size determination formula, a representative sample of 208 respondents was drawn from the total population (N=450). A combination of purposive, simple random, and stratified sampling techniques was applied.
· Purposive sampling identified the three TVET institutions and their administrators.
· Simple random sampling ensured each graduate had an equal chance of selection.
· Stratified random sampling grouped respondents by skill area (e.g., electrical installation, building, welding) to guarantee representation across training disciplines.
The study also included three key informants—one administrator from each participating institution—bringing the total number of respondents to 211.
2.4 Data Collection Methods and Instruments
Two primary instruments were employed:
1. Questionnaires for graduates, and
2. Interview guides for administrators.
2.4.1 Questionnaires
A structured questionnaire was designed in line with the research objectives. It included both closed-ended questions (to capture quantifiable data such as employment status, income range, and skills acquired) and open-ended prompts (to elicit participants’ perceptions and experiences). The questionnaire covered demographic data, type of training received, employability skills, employment outcomes, and challenges faced post-training. The tools were pretested in a pilot study to ensure clarity, relevance, and reliability.
2.4.2 Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with TVET administrators to gather qualitative insights on programme implementation, institutional capacity, and sustainability challenges. The flexible format enabled probing and follow-up questions, generating nuanced understanding beyond quantitative data. Interviews were recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim for thematic analysis.
2.5 Validity, Reliability, and Ethical Considerations
2.5.1 Validity and Reliability
To ensure validity, the questionnaire and interview guide were reviewed by academic supervisors and field experts. Content validity was enhanced through alignment with the study objectives and literature. Reliability was assessed using a pilot test conducted among a small group of graduates from non-participating institutions. The consistency of responses was measured using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, which yielded a reliability score of 0.82, indicating strong internal consistency.
2.5.2 Ethical Considerations
The study adhered to ethical guidelines established by the University of Eldoret and Uganda’s Research Ethics Committee. Permission to collect data was obtained from the participating institutions. Respondents were briefed on the purpose of the study, and informed consent was obtained prior to participation. Confidentiality and anonymity were assured by using codes instead of names, and participation was voluntary.
2.6 Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22. Descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, and means were used to present demographic profiles and employment outcomes. Cross-tabulation helped to compare employment status across skill areas and gender.
Qualitative data from interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis. Transcripts were read and re-read to identify emerging patterns and themes related to employability skills, institutional challenges, and programme outcomes. These qualitative insights were then triangulated with quantitative findings to enrich interpretation and enhance the robustness of conclusions.
2.7 Summary of the Methodological Approach
The study’s methodological design ensured that both the breadth (through quantitative survey data) and depth (through qualitative insights) of the Skilling Uganda Programme’s impact were adequately captured. By combining empirical evidence with personal and institutional perspectives, the study provided a balanced assessment of how skills development initiatives influence employment outcomes. The mixed-methods approach, grounded in pragmatic philosophy, thus offered an appropriate lens for exploring complex, real-world educational interventions in developing economies like Uganda’s.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
A total of 208 graduates and 3 administrative representatives from the Skilling Uganda Programme participated in the study, representing a 92% response rate. The sample comprised 57% males and 43% females, reflecting the gender distribution typical of vocational training institutions in Uganda. Most respondents (62%) were between 18 and 30 years old, signifying that the programme primarily targeted youth. Regarding educational attainment prior to enrolment, 48% of participants had completed the Uganda Certificate of Education (UCE), while 31% held Uganda Advanced Certificate of Education (UACE) qualifications.
The majority of graduates (67%) trained in technical trades such as construction, plumbing, and electrical installation, while 33% specialized in service-oriented trades like tailoring, catering, and hairdressing. Table 1 summarizes the key demographic characteristics.
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)
	

	Gender
	Male
	119
	57.2
	

	
	Female
	89
	42.8
	

	Age Group
	18–24
	78
	37.5
	

	
	25–30
	51
	24.5
	

	
	31–35
	46
	22.1
	

	
	Above 35
	33
	15.9
	

	Education Level
	UCE
	100
	48.1
	

	
	UACE
	65
	31.3
	

	
	Certificate
	43
	20.6
	


These findings show that the Skilling Uganda Programme effectively reached its target demographic—young people with modest educational backgrounds, many of whom would otherwise be excluded from formal employment opportunities.
3.2 Employment Status of Graduates
Results indicated that the Skilling Uganda Programme improved youth employability, though not to the extent of eliminating unemployment. As shown in Table 2, 14.4% of graduates remained unemployed at the time of data collection, while 39.4% were self-employed and 46.2% engaged in wage employment. However, the majority of the employed respondents reported unstable or low-income jobs, often in the informal sector.
Table 2: Employment Status of Graduates
	Employment Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Wage Employment
	96
	46.2

	Self-Employment
	82
	39.4

	Unemployed
	30
	14.4

	Total
	208
	100.0


The results suggest that while Skilling Uganda contributed positively to labour market absorption, most graduates continued to face underemployment and limited income stability. This aligns with findings by Fox and Kaul (2018), who observed that training alone seldom guarantees sustainable employment in low-income economies unless accompanied by access to finance, market linkages, and post-training support.
Qualitative interviews with institutional administrators corroborated these findings. Respondents reported that “graduates often possess basic technical skills but lack sufficient capital to start viable enterprises.” Others emphasized the weak connection between training institutions and employers, leading to limited apprenticeship opportunities.
3.3 Employability Skills Acquired
The study assessed employability skills developed through the Skilling Uganda Programme across key domains—technical competence, communication, digital literacy, and leadership. Table 3 summarizes the extent to which graduates reported acquiring these skills.
Table 3: Employability Skills Acquired Through the Programme
	Skill Area
	Acquired from Training (%)
	Acquired from Personal Initiative (%)

	Technical/Trade Skills
	78.4
	21.6

	Communication Skills
	54.8
	45.2

	Leadership and Teamwork
	36.0
	64.0

	Digital Literacy
	48.6
	51.4


Results reveal a strong emphasis on technical competence (78.4%), confirming that TVET institutions effectively transferred job-specific skills. However, only 36% and 48.6% of respondents reported acquiring leadership and digital literacy skills respectively through formal training, with a significant proportion (over 50%) attributing these skills to personal effort. This finding resonates with ILO (2015) and OECD (2015), which highlight the persistent neglect of soft and digital skills in vocational curricula in developing countries.
The deficiency in digital literacy is particularly concerning given the increasing digitalization of work processes, even in trades such as construction, design, and entrepreneurship. It implies that Uganda’s TVET system still lags behind the technological transformation required for global competitiveness.
3.4 Income Distribution and Nature of Employment
Income analysis revealed disparities in the earnings of graduates. Only 18.3% earned above UGX 500,000 per month, while 52.8% earned below UGX 300,000—barely sufficient to meet basic needs. Figure 1 illustrates the income distribution among employed graduates.
Figure 1: Monthly Income Distribution of Employed Graduates
	Income Range (UGX)
	Percentage (%)

	Below 300,000
	52.8

	300,001–500,000
	28.9

	500,001–700,000
	12.3

	Above 700,000
	6.0


Low earnings were attributed to several factors: the informal nature of self-employment, low start-up capital, and weak market linkages. These findings correspond with those of Ahaibwe and Mbowa (2014), who observed that self-employed youth in Uganda’s informal sector often operate small-scale ventures with limited profitability.
Qualitative data further highlighted that “graduates often engage in casual work unrelated to their training due to lack of tools and capital.” This mismatch between acquired skills and job opportunities demonstrates that while the programme improved employability, it did not sufficiently address systemic barriers to productive employment.
3.5 Challenges Faced by Graduates
Respondents identified a range of challenges constraining employment outcomes, summarized in Table 4.
Table 4: Key Challenges Faced by Graduates
	Challenge
	Percentage (%) Reporting

	Inadequate Start-up Capital
	76.0

	Limited Access to Modern Tools and Technology
	39.9

	Weak Market Linkages
	34.1

	Lack of Mentorship and Networking
	27.9

	Insufficient Employability Skills
	27.9

	Gender Discrimination and Stereotypes
	12.5


The most critical constraint was limited access to capital (76%), consistent with World Bank (2019) findings that access to finance remains a dominant bottleneck for young entrepreneurs in Uganda. Weak market linkages and lack of mentorship further diminished the capacity of graduates to transition into stable employment.
Interviews with institutional heads revealed that although Skilling Uganda established a foundation for skill-based employment, sustainability was hampered by inadequate post-training support. One administrator noted:
“Our graduates have the skills, but once they leave the institution, they have nowhere to go—no credit, no startup kits, and no market access. The system stops at training.”
This observation underscores the systemic weakness in linking training to enterprise development and employment pathways, confirming the argument by Kluve et al. (2019) that integrated interventions are necessary to sustain youth employment gains.
3.6 Institutional and Systemic Challenges
From the institutional perspective, several challenges undermined the implementation of the Skilling Uganda Programme. These included insufficient funding, inadequate supervision, limited digital infrastructure, and weak collaboration with private-sector employers. Administrators lamented that funds disbursed through the Uganda Skills Development Project (USDP) were insufficient to sustain equipment maintenance and instructor training.
Moreover, the absence of a comprehensive Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) framework made it difficult to assess long-term programme outcomes. These findings align with Moses and Liu (2023), who noted that the lack of systematic tracking of graduates limits accountability and continuous improvement within Uganda’s TVET sector.
Gender disparities were also observed, with female participation remaining lower than male participation, particularly in technical fields like construction and mechanics. This imbalance reflects entrenched gender norms and limited female empowerment initiatives within vocational training institutions.
3.7 Comparative Analysis and Theoretical Reflection
The findings of this study are consistent with the Human Capital Theory, which posits that investment in skills leads to higher productivity and employment opportunities. Indeed, the Skilling Uganda Programme succeeded in imparting technical competencies that improved employability. However, the findings also demonstrate that human capital alone does not guarantee employment, as systemic constraints—such as access to finance and institutional weaknesses—mediate the outcomes.
From a General Systems Theory perspective, the programme’s limited impact can be attributed to weaknesses in its systemic components: inadequate inputs (funding, supervision, infrastructure) and weak processes (industry collaboration and monitoring). As Bertalanffy (1968) suggested, a system’s success depends on the interaction of its parts; in this case, poor interconnection among government, training institutions, and industry resulted in suboptimal employment outcomes.
These results reinforce global observations by the ILO (2015) and OECD (2015) that effective TVET systems require synergy between training institutions, labour markets, and policy frameworks to achieve sustainable youth employment.
3.8 Summary of Key Findings
The study’s major findings can be summarized as follows:
1. The Skilling Uganda Programme increased access to technical training and modestly improved employment rates among youth in Eastern Uganda.
2. Most graduates are employed in the informal sector, with limited income stability.
3. There are significant gaps in digital and leadership skills training.
4. Start-up capital and weak institutional linkages are the main barriers to sustainable employment.
5. Institutional challenges—funding shortages, weak M&E, and inadequate infrastructure—limit programme sustainability.
These findings collectively suggest that while Skilling Uganda has made commendable strides toward skill-based employability, structural constraints continue to impede the transition from training to sustainable livelihoods.

4. Conclusion and Recommendations
4.1 Conclusion
The Skilling Uganda Programme was conceived as a transformative framework to re-orient Uganda’s vocational education system toward competence-based training, thereby improving youth employability and reducing unemployment. This study assessed its impact on youth employment outcomes in Eastern Uganda using a mixed-methods approach grounded in Human Capital Theory and General Systems Theory.
The findings demonstrate that the programme significantly enhanced access to technical and vocational education and moderately improved employment rates among graduates. However, the employment generated was largely unsustainable and low-income, concentrated in the informal sector. Only a small proportion of graduates attained formal wage employment, while many remained underemployed.
Skill development outcomes were uneven: while technical proficiency improved substantially, digital literacy and soft-skill competencies—such as communication, leadership, and entrepreneurship—remained limited. Institutional weaknesses, including inadequate funding, obsolete equipment, insufficient industry partnerships, and weak monitoring mechanisms, constrained the programme’s overall effectiveness. Moreover, the lack of structured post-training support (e.g., access to finance and mentorship) impeded the translation of training into productive self-employment.
From a theoretical standpoint, the findings affirm the Human Capital Theory premise that investment in skills enhances employability. Nonetheless, the study extends this framework by highlighting that human capital must be complemented by systemic enablers, as emphasized by General Systems Theory, to achieve sustainable employment outcomes. The interdependence of institutions, policy frameworks, and economic structures determines whether training investments yield tangible labour-market benefits.
Overall, the study concludes that the Skilling Uganda Programme was a step in the right direction but insufficient in its current form to address structural unemployment. For Uganda to realize the full potential of its youthful population, vocational education must evolve beyond technical training to encompass innovation, digital transformation, and entrepreneurship.
4.2 Recommendations
Based on the findings and conclusions, the following recommendations are proposed to enhance the design, implementation, and sustainability of skills-development initiatives in Uganda and similar contexts:
1. Integrate Employability and Digital Skills Across Curricula:
TVET curricula should incorporate soft skills, ICT competence, entrepreneurship, and financial literacy as compulsory modules. This will equip graduates with adaptable competencies suited to the dynamic labour market.
2. Strengthen Public–Private Partnerships (PPP):
The government should institutionalize collaboration between TVET institutions and industry actors. Employers should participate in curriculum design, apprenticeship programmes, and graduate placement initiatives to ensure market-relevant training.
3. Enhance Post-Training Support Mechanisms:
Establish revolving funds or youth enterprise grants to provide graduates with start-up capital and toolkits. Partnerships with microfinance institutions and SACCOs can improve access to credit for small business development.
4. Improve Institutional Capacity and Funding:
Increased and predictable funding from government and development partners is vital to maintain training equipment, upgrade facilities, and retrain instructors. TVET institutions should also adopt performance-based financing linked to employment outcomes.
5. Develop a Robust Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Framework:
A comprehensive M&E system should track graduate employment trajectories, employer satisfaction, and institutional performance. Such data will facilitate evidence-based policy adjustments and enhance accountability.
6. Promote Gender Equity in TVET Participation:
Special incentives and affirmative-action policies should encourage female enrolment in non-traditional trades such as engineering and mechanics, addressing gender disparities observed in vocational training.
7. Decentralize Skills-Development Governance:
Local governments should play a more active role in coordinating community-based training and linking graduates with local enterprises. This will improve responsiveness to regional labour-market demands.
8. Encourage Innovation and Technology Adoption:
Introducing digital learning platforms and modern training technologies will improve training quality and expose youth to evolving industry standards.
Implementing these recommendations can enhance the sustainability and inclusiveness of Uganda’s skills-development strategy, positioning TVET as a driver of economic transformation and social equity.
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