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Getting it right
Youth skills and employment programmes have long been viewed as a way to reduce poverty 
and reduce incentives for youth to resort to drug and alcohol abuse, or violent extremism and 
conflict. But if not done right, they risk costing more than the value of the benefits they generate or 
raising expectations about prospects which do not materialise. At the same time, with over half the world’s 
population under the age of 30, getting “it” right, has never been more pressing. 
 
About the Programme
Mafita was a five-year (2015-2020) programme funded by the UK through the Department for International 
Development (DFID), which was implemented across four states in Northern Nigeria, where high 
youth unemployment, lack of economic opportunities and high insecurity put a strain on development 
opportunities. Mafita’s goal was to remove barriers to employment for marginalised youth, give them 
access to skills training, improve training quality on a national level and create livelihood opportunities 
through strategic partnerships with the public and private sector.

Understanding the economic environment & promoting sustainability
In the same year the programme started, Mafita encountered a big shift when Nigeria entered a 
prolonged and substantial recession, causing the country’s economic growth to plummet drastically and 
in turn youth employment rates to rise from 10% (when the project was being planned) to over 30%. These 
drastically changed circumstances posed serious challenges to the assumptions made during the design 
phase and are important context for the lessons outlined in this document. 

Learning from the Programme
It is already an established lesson that relying solely on the supply-side of vocational training without 
considering employment needs in the marketplace only risks raising expectations that cannot be satisfied, 
whilst also missing an opportunity to stimulate the entire skills system. Skills training in isolation is not 
enough, it does not guarantee a job and hence is unlikely, on its own, to break the cycle of poverty and 
potential radicalisation. 

In the programme’s planning stages, the economic outlook was more favourable, but the fall in oil prices 
and the recession in 2015 restricted government spending, leading to investment only in areas that were 
able to demonstrate significant revenue-generating, robust business models. This posed challenges for 
Mafita as a pilot, and therefore unproven, intervention which was designed to be buttressed by significant 
state government investment, and to feed into growing businesses. The programme has gleaned a set 
of important lessons on how to maximise return on investment on skills programmes, even in the face of 
adverse economic conditions – and this brief aims to outline these for future Nigeria skills programmes. 
One lesson learned from Mafita was that some recommendations around skills programming are 
highly specific to local context, however we hope that some of the below may also be useful in skills 
programmes across other countries as well.

1 | INTRODUCTION
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2 | ACHIEVEMENTS TO DATE

As a complex programme operating against an incredibly challenging economic 
backdrop, Mafita’s achievements are all the more notable.  Significant milestones met by 
the end of the programme in March 2020 included the following:

 > 27,000 beneficiaries, Micro and Small Enterprises (MSEs), and Business 
Development Service Providers (BDSPs) have been supported through training 
programmes

 > Over 16,000 people recorded a positive change in their income as a result of 
Mafita’s interventions, a total increase in annual income of £9.2 million.   

 > Establishment of, and support provided to, 14 Community Skills Development 
Centres (COSDECs), which will enable governments in the four focal states to 
provide quality skills training for youth going into the future

 > Development of 18 National Occupational Standards (NOS) to guide ways of 
working across Mafita’s trades, which have been adopted on a national level

 > Establishment of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) guidelines, a first for 
Nigeria, which has opened the door for artisans across a range of trades to 
have their experience formally recognised for the first time

 > Commitments from State Governments to continue many of the investments 
made with the support of the project

Most importantly, the skills training supported by Mafita has been shown to have a 
positive effect on beneficiaries’ sense of self-worth and confidence in navigating the 
job market. Both the programme’s own impact survey, as well as an independently 
conducted assessment – based on randomised control trials – funded by UK Aid and 
led by the World Bank, have shown that the skills beneficiaries learn during training 
equip them with an improved sense of self-esteem and purpose, as well as a network 
of contacts to improve their chances of finding employment after the training ends. This 
has been shown, in both the internal and external evaluations, to be particularly pivotal 
in opening doors in the case of women and girls, who would otherwise face significant 
obstacles in forming their own professional networks. 

3 | LEARNING & ADAPTING

Mafita had to pivot at several different stages of the 
programme and respond to a changing economic 
environment, insights from implementation and/or 
feedback from beneficairies and stakeholders. 

You can read about what the programme has learnt and 
what can be applied to similar skills programmes in other 
regions of the world on the following pages. 

GBP 9.2 Million 
Income

 Increase

27,000
People 

Supported

14 
Skills Centres 
Established

18 
National Occupational Standards

Established
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Skills programmes are costly, and there continue to be questions on the extent to which they 
provide return on investment. At a cost of £24 million over five years, Mafita was no exception.

So, was the programme worth the investment? Mafita achieved impressive results, but it should be 
stated outright that these did still fall short of what was planned in its extremely ambitious business 
case. The assumption at the programme design stage was that Mafita would run for six years and 
would lead to 68,000 jobs. The onset of the recession shortly after the programme began meant 
that this target rapidly started to look unattainable, and impacted Mafita’s ability to achieve the 
desired income increases even for beneficiaries who were able to get into employment. 

However, this should not detract from the fact that gains were made, which are all the more 
remarkable given the challenging context. Close to 10,000 beneficiaries have found employment, 
whilst Micro and Small Enterprises (MSEs) supported by the programme registered an annual 
increase in income of approximately £9.2 million.

And aside from the benefits resulting from increased incomes and employment, both the 
programme’s own evaluations, and the independent World Bank evaluation, showed that 
beneficiaries enjoyed many other less tangible benefits, such as improved self-esteem and wider 
professional networks. Not to mention the fact that the skills and training provided by Mafita will 
be cascaded to a wider group of beneficiaries, as beneficiaries are able to take the skills they 
have acquired and pass them on to others, as detailed in the adjacent case study. The RoI figure 
also excludes other benefits of the programme, such as improvements in the quality of skills 
infrastructure in the four target states, and improvements in certification and standards systems 
amongst others, that will be continued by government counterparts.

Qualitative assessments conducted with programme beneficiaries have suggested that the 
investments made in skills training will leave a lasting impact on the lives of beneficiaries, and are 
already seeing a ripple effect as the knowledge is passed on to a wider group. This all points to the 
idea that skills programmes can provide greater return on investment than first meets the eye.

“I hate to be a burden. 
 I want to stand on my feet.”

Aisha came from a broken home, and was raised by her maternal  
grandmother in one of the most dangerous ghettoes in the ancient city  

of Kano; Jakara, Goron Dutse axis. In her neighbourhood, sexual  
harassment and drug abuse are rife. For Aisha, living in abject poverty, the  

idea of pursuing a career seemed like a far-fetched dream. 

Upon learning of Mafita’s work however, Aisha embraced the opportunity by signing 
up as an apprentice in the leatherwork trade. After one year of rigorous training 

delivered by her Master Crafts Person, Aisha graduated successfully in 2019. She 
now earns a living and supports her grandmother by making bags and shoes, 

earning an average of £30 each month through her work. Before this, Aisha was fully 
dependent on her grandmother as she was unable to make a living at all. 

Inspired by the impact that Mafita had on her life, Aisha felt a need to ensure 
that others should have access to the same opportunities, and now trains other 

beneficiaries. She has trained four beneficiaries outside of the Mafita programme, 
including a male beneficiary who suffers from kyphosis. As fresh starters, they make 

an average of £10 to £14 monthly. 

Aisha now looks to the future with excitement. Like many other graduates,  
a major challenge she faces is access to the market. However, she has established 

contact with one of Mafita’s Business Development Service Providers,  
and is now learning vital entrepreneurial skills which will allow her  

to expand her business.

3.1 | PROGRAMME COSTS – WORTH  
THE INVESTMENT?

ALIGNING AMBITION WITH REALITIES ON THE GROUND
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3.1.2 Two Training Models
Mafita employed two training models aimed at its marginalised beneficiaries; known as 
the COSDEC and Apprenticeship models. The first worked through state government-
run Community Skills Development Centres (COSDECs) to deliver ‘formal’ training in a 
classroom-type setting, while the second engaged Master Crafts Persons across a range 
of locations and trades, who delivered training to groups of four apprentices on average.

There are of course pros and cons to both options e.g. COSDEC graduates’ starting 
salaries appear to be higher on average, while the Apprenticeship model offers 
greater opportunities to build professional networks. The Apprenticeship model was 
shown to be more successful in placing beneficiaries in part-time self-employment; 
of those beneficiaries who were self-employed, 78% of them had trained under the 
Apprenticeship scheme, while 69% of those in wage employment had trained in 
COSDECs. At 23%, the unemployment rate was higher for Apprenticeship beneficiaries 
compared to 15% in the case of COSDEC beneficiaries.

One key question of interest is the return on investment offered by the two different 
methods. Although both COSDEC and Apprenticeship interventions are cost-efficient if 
calculations are based on running costs alone (offering ten-year returns of 1,275% and 
1,337% per beneficiary respectively)1, the Apprenticeship model is significantly more 
favourable if all the capital investment costs involved in setting up COSDECs are taken 
into account. In a context such as that of northern Nigeria, where training facilities 
required full refurbishment, Apprenticeship is recommended as the preferred option. The 
efficiency offered by the COSDEC model, on the other hand, is just 102% over a ten-year 
period if the cost of renovating the COSDECs is taken into account.

The programme’s recommendation would therefore be to focus on Apprenticeship 
interventions unless COSDEC-type facilities are fully equipped and ready to take 
on trainees, or unless a long-term investment in skills training is envisaged. The 
Apprenticeship model is a more favourable investment in a context such as northern 
Nigeria, where significant renovations were required in order to ensure that training 
centres were fit for purpose.

1 It should be noted that these Return on Investment figures are sensitive to a range of specific assumptions with regards to 
both cost and benefit and should therefore be treated with caution. These figures are based on approximate spend that would 
be incurred by state governments (rather than by the programme) to train Apprenticeship and COSDEC beneficiaries and 
facilitate their access to employment.

3.1.1 Investments Made by State Governments: 
Start Early On
Mafita’s sustainability model hinged on the principle of state governments 
assuming more and more responsibility for funding programme activities as 
implementation went on. The programme saw successes in some areas in this 
regard, for example payment of trainer allowances, establishment of state-run 
business clinics, training venues for workshops, provision of classrooms and 
utilities, and beneficiary stipends. COSDEC running costs and COSDEC trainer 
salaries were never covered by the programme and were largely successfully 
paid by state governments.

On Mafita, one significant challenge in this regard was the payment of 
beneficiary stipends. State governments agreed to cover the costs of 
beneficiary stipends from the fourth year of programming onwards, and these 
were therefore not included in Mafita’s budgets beyond that point. However, 
the payment of these was severely delayed and in some cases was only 
made after beneficiaries had graduated. The findings from the World Bank 
study showed that this led to some beneficiaries (often the most marginalised) 
dropping out of training because they could no longer afford to attend.

There is therefore clear potential for external parties to cover programme 
costs, but as demonstrated in the example above, it is a high-risk strategy if 
there is too much reliance on external parties to fund essential programme 
activities, unless this coverage is guaranteed. These can cause grievances 
among beneficiary groups which undermine confidence in the programme, 
and present wider reputational risks. In addition, the ultimate goal of 
establishing training that is funded long-term by the state governments is also 
undermined by such assistance.

If it is envisaged that external stakeholders will cover the costs of key activities, 
Mafita’s experience has shown that the sooner this is broached the better. 
Stakeholder expectations regarding the costs that each party will cover should 
be set at the earliest possible stage; this was most successful on Mafita where 
it was clearly stated that certain costs will be state governments’ responsibility 
from the outset. Mafita’s experience showed that where costs are to be 
transitioned to stakeholders over the course of implementation, it is helpful 
to run through at least two fiscal cycles with those stakeholders covering 
the costs, to ensure that disbursement actually happens and increase the 
likelihood of provision for those items in future budgets.
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3.2 | PROGRAMME DESIGN & MEASURES 
OF SUCCESS

ENSURING RIGHT CONDITIONS ARE IN PLACE BEFORE EMBARKING ON THEM

Scoping Process: What are the right conditions for a skills programme?
One of the main obstacles to the programme’s achievements has been the external economic 
environment, given the recession which dominated the implementation period. In response to 
this, the programme pivoted to focus more heavily on getting beneficiaries into self-employment 
through access to finance initiatives. However this too was challenged by the strict regulatory 
nature of commercial access to finance in Nigeria, as well as market conditions, which meant that 
programme beneficiaries were frequently deemed ineligible to receive loans, as well as too risky or 
unprofitable.

In light of the above challenges, one important question to consider is how we can ensure that the 
right conditions are in place for skills programmes before embarking on them. Clearly a growing 
economy is the most favourable environment in which to launch a skills programme, however an 
economic downturn always remains a possibility, particularly when programmes span several years. 
We believe the answer may lie in the design and sequencing of skills programmes themselves. 
One key lesson learned from Mafita was that there was a heavy emphasis placed on the skills 
aspect of the programme from the outset, without due attention paid to economic opportunities 
for graduating beneficiaries. Mafita’s focus was first and foremost directed towards the skills 
development aspect of programming, when intense engagement with the private sector and 
financial institutions should have been started in tandem, or arguably even before.

An early emphasis on trial and error for both wage employment opportunities and access to 
finance would have enabled the programme to establish the demand interventions which yielded 
the greatest results at an early stage. Since external economic conditions are always an unknown 
entity, as well the challenges involved in placing graduates, the investment in local economic 
development should be equivalent to, or even exceed, the investment in the skills aspect. On 
Mafita, technical spend was split approximately 25% on local economic development, to 75% on 
skills. Mafita’s recommendation would be for a more even split, or even greater investment in job 
creation and local economic development, in order to ensure that the greatest possible proportion 
of graduates are able to access jobs upon completion of training.

Labour Market Survey: Honing in on Trades
In 2015, Mafita conducted labour market studies to determine the composition and structure of 
the economy, distribution of employment across the tiers of the economy, determine the growth 
potential of enterprises and identify the skills gaps and job demand across trade areas. A skills 
gap analysis was also undertaken in 2015 to identify market relevant skills, drivers of demand and 
supply, quality measurement systems and labour productivity. All of these established a sense of 

confidence about absorptive capacity for jobs 
across the targeted trade areas.

However to be effective, a labour market survey will tend 
to be resource-intensive; and this is a crucial consideration 
when planning a skills programme. A comprehensive labour 
market demand study needs to look the entire value chain of 
the service delivery within trades. For example, within the carpentry 
trade, the scope of the services that can be offered includes areas such 
as school furniture, residential furniture, doors and windows, floors and 
fencing, corporate woodwork, etc. To understand the job opportunities for a 
trade, service delivery in its entirety needs to be assessed. When launching a skills 
programme, it is recommended to dedicate a smaller pool of resources to a separate 
labour market survey immediately beforehand, in order to understand and effectively 
target trades which are in demand.

One feature of labour market studies is that they tend to go out-of-date very quickly, and there is 
therefore a need to undertake them periodically. Mafita’s recommendation in the context of Nigeria 
would be for state-specific studies to be undertaken. These would need to be updated or validated 
annually, biannually or after major economic changes like a recession, in order to ensure that 
changing demand dynamics are captured.

Programme Flexibility
Mafita was designed with the aim of feeding a demand for skilled graduates in a growing economy. 
The reality of the context for programme implementation was vastly different, and this would have 
been the case even without the recession. One lesson to be drawn from this is, if a programme is 
designed against a certain set of assumptions e.g. in Mafita’s case, economic growth, it should be 
able to adapt should those assumptions prove to be incorrect. Mafita’s programme design proved 
to be relatively rigid, with little room for substantive changes over the course of implementation.

It is worth mentioning here the changes the programme did make in order to adapt. Logframe 
targets were reduced to reflect the reality of the economic climate. Since the recession negatively 
impacted state government investment in COSDECs, the programme made reductions in 
number of COSDECs supported to adapt to this reality, and increased beneficiary numbers in 
the Apprenticeship intervention. The recession also limited the absorptive capacity of the private 
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sector, and in response to this Mafita shifted its focus to getting beneficiaries into self- rather than 
wage-employment; an objective which did not depend on a favourable economic climate to the same 
extent.

However these responses were relatively limited, given the enormity of the changes in programme 
assumptions. A more flexible model for implementation, with greater resources invested in monitoring 
and learning, would have enabled the programme to adapt more swiftly, perhaps restructuring to 
place a heavier emphasis on Business Development Support or Access to Finance initiatives, focusing 
on short courses linked directly to jobs, or even shifting emphasis to another aspect of programming, 
adopting alternative measures of success accordingly.

Alternative Measures of Success
Despite being nominally a skills programme, Mafita’s outcome indicators were all focused on 
beneficiaries’ access to jobs, and subsequent increases in income. It should therefore be noted that 
success in skills development programmes does not have to manifest itself in income increases. 
Other alternatives could include measures such as Labour Mobility (the probability of job promotion 
estimated through econometric methods) which indicates an improved level of skills and demonstrates 
a sustainability, or behavioural changes, amongst others.

It is entirely possible to run a successful skills programme that doesn’t depend on measurable income 
increases, however Mafita’s experience suggests that such a model should be approached with 
caution, and that it’s important to consider the risks of disregarding jobs and incomes entirely. There 
is a risk of raising expectations about future employment when delivering this kind of programme, 
and this would have to be carefully managed in the case of pure skills programming. Even on Mafita, 
where substantial support was provided to enable beneficiaries to gain employment after graduating, 
there were still grievances reported amongst beneficiaries, due to the widespread expectation that 
the programme would be providing start-up capital.

Mafita has shown however, that skills programmes can deliver a number of positive outcomes 
which are unrelated to jobs and incomes, for example increased levels of self-esteem and fulfilment 
amongst marginalised youth (reported by respondents in both Mafita impact studies and the World 
Bank study; and most prevalent amongst girls from an Islamic Quranic Education (IQE) background). 
Other achievements worthy of note include the programme’s notable successes in TVET, such as the 
roll-out of nationally recognised occupational standards, or the development of curricula to target 
marginalised groups. The programme’s political engagement is also expected to deliver sustainable 
benefits, by raising awareness of the importance of economic inclusion, and ensuring the needs of 
marginalised youth remain firmly on state government agendas.

Focus on Radicalisation
One of the key objectives identified at Mafita’s design stage was the need to reduce the propensity 
of unemployed youth in the four target states to turn to violence and extremism, in the absence of 
employment opportunities. However, findings from the World Bank evaluation have shown that youth 
attracted to Mafita did not manifest violent inclinations at the outset.

The recommendation is therefore that, where this objective is one of the drivers behind future 
programming, a more thorough baselining process takes place to ensure that those targeted for 
vocational skills training are actually at risk of succumbing to extremist ideologies or violence, or that 
other frameworks for thinking through the implications for skills and employment on violence are 
developed.
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Communications with Beneficiaries
A widespread expectation amongst Mafita’s beneficiaries 
was that the programme was going to provide start-
up capital to graduates. While the programme offered 
Business Development Support and facilitated Access 
to Finance, disbursements made directly to beneficiaries 
were never part of the package. This experience 
has underscored the importance of management 
of expectations, as well as the need for direct 
communication channels with programme beneficiaries 
from the outset, to minimise the risk of key messages 
becoming distorted.

Working with marginalised youth presents a unique range of challenges: Mafita has gleaned 
numerous lessons in this regard which may serve future skills programmes:

Beneficiary Identification
One challenge throughout the programme’s lifetime revolved around the lack of formal identification 
amongst members of Mafita’s target beneficiary group. Beneficiaries did not possess identity cards 
or even birth certificates, which made the programme dependent on the information supplied by 
intake sources, and meant that verification of identities was very difficult. To complicate matters, 
beneficiaries often shared similar or the same names, and spellings of names would frequently vary. 
In response to this, Mafita introduced beneficiary codes which were linked to photographs which 
facilitated identification of beneficiaries and would recommend that future programmes establish a 
similar system from the outset. 

Stipends
The lack, or late payment, of stipends was identified in the World Bank survey to have been a 
significant obstacle to the ability of beneficiaries to continue attending training. Where this is such a 
crucial factor to ensuring the inclusion of the most marginalised members of the beneficiary group, 
one option could be the inclusion a contingency budget for stipends, to mitigate against the risk of 
delayed payments. However this may pose a challenge to sustainability if it cannot be continued 
by the government agencies adopting programme interventions. Mafita’s recommendation is not 
to introduce initiatives such as stipends, even at the start of the programme, if they cannot be 
sustained. As much as possible, transportation challenges must be mitigated by placing beneficiaries 
at working locations which are close to their homes.

Literacy & Numeracy
Mafita’s beneficiary target group usually did not have any kind of formal educational background, 
and the programme therefore delivered Foundational Skills Training (FST) which was intended to get 
beneficiaries to a level where they would be able to learn from course materials, and ultimately run a 
business.

However, the programme noted that even with this training, beneficiaries are unlikely to achieve 
the competencies desired by the formal sector within the programme lifetime. Future programmes 
should take this into account and increase their emphasis on this aspect of training (if wage 
employment is the principal desired goal). In the Nigerian context, integrating foundational skills 
training into Nigeria’s National Occupational Standards is paramount in the drive to ensure 
inclusiveness.

3.3| WORKING WITH MARGINALISED 
YOUTH IN NORTHERN NIGERIA

MANAGING EXPECTATIONS & RESPONDING TO COMPLEX CIRCUMSTANCES
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Transferring Ownership to Government
One of the programme’s initiatives was to work with the state governments to improve their 
vocational skills offering, replacing the outdated Business Apprentice Training Centers (BATCs) 
with Community Skills Development Centres (COSDECs). The rationale for this was that that 
BATCs were ill-equipped, offered skills training without any standards, and also imposed entry 
requirements which excluded beneficiaries with no prior education, as well as people with 
disabilities (PWDs).

This conversion involved securing state governments’ commitments to refurbish the Centres, with 
technical support and equipment supplied by Mafita. Interventions were designed to build the 
capacity of the government to manage processes and resources needed for quality skills delivery. 
To facilitate public-private partnerships Mafita worked with local business communities to identify 
and provide support in developing course content in relevant areas while also determining the 
length and type of certifications required. This guaranteed that skills training was tailored to market 
demands as much as possible, and that beneficiaries would therefore have a much higher chance 
of finding employment in the market.

Key pillars for sustainable skills deLivery system 

These three pillars are explained in more detail on the following pages. 

3.4 | SKILLS TRAINING IS NOT ENOUGH
WE NEED TO STRENGTHEN THE SYSTEMS THAT SUPPORT SKILLS TRAINING  

AS WELL AS MICRO & SMALL ENTERPRISE GROWTH.

3.4.1 DEMAND FOR TECHNICAL 
VOCATIONAL & EDUCATION TRAINING 
(TVET) GOES BEYOND MAFITA’S 
BENEFICIARY TARGET GROUP – IT’S NATIONAL 
AND IT NEEDS TO BE REFORMED.
In a context where it is becoming increasingly difficult to secure jobs, 
Technical Vocational and Education Training (TVET) creates an alternative route 
to employment or self-employment. Mafita has strengthened TVET systems and 
integrated competency-based training across its target states in northern Nigeria, and 
nationwide, but Mafita’s work has shown there is still a need for further TVET framework 
reforms in this area. 

National Skills Qualification Framework (NSQF) 
In partnership with City & Guilds, Mafita developed curricula and standardised trainings guided 
by National Occupational Standards (NOS), which were approved by the National Board for 
Technical Education (NBTE). This was a major step in the process of institutionalising the Nigeria 
Skills Qualification Framework (NSQF); a system that gives a clear indication of the competency 
of a learner irrespective of where the learning took place. This framework also indicates the 
comparability of different qualifications and progression from one level to another across Nigeria. 
Future programmes working on TVET in Nigeria should focus on supporting the NBTE to improve 
awareness of the NSQF, which could be achieved through a far-reaching national campaign, and in 
ensuring the availability of NOS across all sectors and levels of the qualifications framework.

Multiple certification systems
Because the NSQF is still very new, multiple certification systems exist in Nigeria that all constitute 
National Qualifications. Although the equivalence has been determined to a certain extent, there is 
still a lot of confusion as to the value of these different certification systems and how they relate to 
not only the framework but the wider labour market as well. To ensure streamlining, a strong policy 
decision on phasing out old TVET programmes and phasing in NSQ certification programmes is 
needed. The NBTE and Ministry of Education would need to take on responsibility for championing 
this. Any new TVET programme should contain a structural and legislative component to achieve 
this streamlining objective; by supporting these entities with drafting the bill and engaging 

TVET  
REFORM

CApacity Government 
FUNDING
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exceeds what can be earned even after qualifying in a 
particular trade, which undoubtedly also had an impact on 
Mafita. There is also limited information about the labour 
market’s absorptive capacity and trade saturation. There 
are numerous factors involved in beneficiary drop-out, 
and even though Mafita conducted labour market studies, 
the amount of resources and time required to deliver an 
extensive labour market study was beyond the scope of 
the programme. 

Nigeria’s government is eager to invest, but it will only 
do so where it sees a strong business case and market 
potential. Skills development training is more likely to 
attract public and private funding when trainings provided 
match opportunities in the market. Providing more 
justification for a job creation/business growth programme 
would be beneficial to ensure that the skills offering is 
cost-effective and market-led, whilst ensuring that the 
marginalised are not overlooked. 

Self-Employment
Mafita learned that Business Development Services 
(BDS) are critical in the context of low-skilled and 
informal businesses trying to grow in a tough business 
environment. BDS are essential to enterprise growth: 
they are a critical link in the chain and provide access 
to markets, finance and other services. Their capacity 
must therefore be assessed at an early stage, sufficient 
investment made, and any capacity gap bridged early on. 
The programme spent a significant amount of time and 
resources trying to get BDS capacity up to the required 
standard over the course of the programme’s lifetime. 
Significant progress was made in this regard; however 
capacity was observed to be lacking in a number of areas 
even by the end of the programme. Furthermore, access 
to these services is still very limited, and further BDS 
resources need to be embedded within the operating 
environment of MSEs for easier access. 

It is difficult to put a precise figure on the amount that 
state governments in northern Nigeria would need to 
invest in BDS, but the programme would suggest that out 
of every 100 million Naira dedicated to empowerment 
schemes, five million should be set aside for BDS (both 
capacity building of BDS providers as well as the actual 
provision of services). First however, efforts need to 
be directed further towards enhancing understanding 
amongst government representatives of the importance 
of BDS. Currently there is an almost complete absence 
of BDS services being offered in conjunction with 

empowerment schemes. In the case of marginalised 
groups particularly, significant handholding is required to 
facilitate access to finance, as well as the development of 
other skills required for running a business.

Financing
Finance from traditional commercial sources is very 
difficult to access, particularly for Mafita’s target group, 
who often do not possess the right documentation and 
are unable to meet the stringent criteria for accessing 
loans. This is why commercial lending for large scale 
access to finance schemes for micro-enterprises and 
start-ups has to be restructured and other sources (such 
as suppliers’ credit) fully explored. In order to do this, 
engagements with financial institutions are necessary to 
design the right type of product. Also, each application is 
a separate transaction based on the unique circumstance 
of applicants. A ‘one size fits all’ approach will not work. 
In many cases, commercial lending is not even the 
appropriate source of finance, which is why other sources 
of finance (e.g. suppliers credit, group savings and loans, 
crowd-funding, etc.) are viable but also require a high 
quality of Business Development Services to support 
them. 

stakeholders to validate the draft. The NBTE and Ministry of Education could then push this to the 
National Assembly for consideration and passage.

Sustainable funding
A shortage of skilled TVET trainers, verifiers and QA managers threatens the integrity of the skills 
certification systems in Nigeria. The most basic challenge for training targeted at vulnerable and 
marginalised groups is sustainability after donor funding ends. Government funding is insufficient, 
ad-hoc and cannot sustain skills development. To increase sustainability, Mafita promoted the 
idea of commercialisation of training centres through the establishment of production centres 
for the provision of goods and services to the community. A study conducted at one of the 
COSDECs showed these commercialisation activities contributed to 40% of running costs excluding 
salaries. Mafita would recommend the upscaling of commercialisation not only to reduce cost to 
government, but also to promote community and private sector involvement, which are all key 
elements in ensuring the sustainability of a skills delivery system.

investment vs. cost
TVET is an investment, not a cost, with significant returns including the well-being of workers, 
enhanced productivity and international competitiveness. Funding should therefore be shared 
to the maximum extent possible. Investment should occur over the course of the process and by 
different stakeholders, including governments, the private sector and NGOs and donors (though 
the latter may offer limited sustainability). Investment on the part of governments may increase with 
increased understanding of the social investment angle.

3.4.2 THERE ARE HUGE CHALLENGES INVOLVED IN STIMULATING 
ECONOMIC GROWTH – WE NEED TO WORK WITH GOVERNMENTS AND 
THE PRIVATE SECTOR TO UNLOCK LABOUR MARKET CHALLENGES AT THE 
EARLIEST POSSIBLE STAGE
Addressing market barriers and increasing private sector growth in order to create more job 
opportunities, go hand-in-hand. The main lesson learned in this regard on Mafita was that efforts 
towards addressing market barriers and increasing private sector engagement should begin before 
the start of training, to ensure full buy-in from the private sector.

Wage Employment
Employers can only hire workers and pay them salaries if their enterprise is growing sufficiently. 
Given Nigeria’s overall challenging economic environment, even where enterprises are supported 
to achieve growth, wider external economic challenges limit the job prospects available. The level 
of resources and engagement required to create jobs is extensive and can only be achieved if both 
the private sector and the government systematically address these challenges. 

Over the course of Mafita, we’ve also seen that beneficiaries do not automatically stay with the job 
opportunities they were able to access. Despite early indicators from the project suggesting socio-
cultural, religious leanings and opportunity costs play a role in why beneficiaries are dropping out, 
more in-depth studies are needed to investigate the immediate and indirect causes for drop-outs 
in wage employment. From surveys with beneficiaries, some of the reasons why people dropped 
out were: lower wages compared to peers, unfavourable working conditions and/or working hours 
(12 hours a day) and high commuting costs. The income capacity from the rentier economy also 
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The Case for Focusing on Vocational Skills Training in Nigeria
A recurring issue in the country, at national and sub-national levels, has been the need to address 
the challenge of having a large number of unemployed youth. The challenge will be further 
exacerbated in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis. Two approaches towards dealing with this are 
formal education/learning and technical skills education/training. While both pathways are required, 
the latter addresses both education and employment at the same time.

Generally, public education is subsidised by government even where fees are paid by the 
beneficiaries. It can be argued that the overall cost of providing an individual with nine months of 
training in a given trade is much lower than the subsidised cost of training an individual for 12 years 
through the formal education system. And when the former is demand-led, it has a much greater 
likelihood of resulting in employment.

Next Steps –Scaling UpMafita’s Work
Before Mafita, there was no evidence of any formal skills programme that trained marginalised 
youth in Nigeria at scale, so the Mafita initiative was a novel approach. Most of the youths trained 
under the programme have now become the breadwinners in their families or at the very least, 
are contributing to household incomes. If the number of enrolled beneficiaries (28,000) and the 
number of MCPs (3,500) is multiplied by a factor of 5 (5 dependents to every person trained), then 
the programme would have impacted on 31,500 people directly and another 157,500 indirectly. 
That would be roughly the population of a small local government area in Kano. This does not 
significantly change the landscape in the short term, but sustained training would certainly create a 
significant impact due to the growing numbers and the ripple effect.

By Mafita’s calculations, continuation of the programme’s work can realistically be accommodated 
in states’ budgets, as long as there is the political will to do so. The cost of training an individual for 
a full year (as an apprentice) has been established to be about £158 (80,000 Naira). If a state was 
to train 2,000 apprentices every year, that would be £315,000 (160 million Naira) every year, which 
can be accommodated by the states’ budgets. Alternative funding can also be sought, as has been 
evidenced by the Kano crowdfunding initiative which was set up by the programme and which 
has raised over £36,000 (17 million Naira) to date, supporting 404 beneficiaries to start up their 
businesses.

However a number of challenges persist. Currently, Nigeria does not have a holistic agenda to 
address youth marginalisation and gender inclusion. Socio-economic factors like poor standards 
of living, lack of access to knowledge, and poverty, disproportionally affect marginalised youth 

3.5 | WOMEN & MARGINALISED YOUTH 
ARE AN IMPORTANT WORKFORCE

YET THEY ARE SYSTEMATICALLY OVERLOOKED – WE NEED TO REINFORCE  
AN AGENDA THAT PROMOTES INCLUSION

Case Study: Expanding beneficiary base promotes 
inclusion

16-year-old Hafsat Isah, wanted to show that women 
could take care of themselves. She is the only girl in a 
family of nine children; “I was bullied by the boys in my 
household when I was 11 years old. I lost confidence 
in pursuing anything that will add value to my life; I 
also dropped out of school as a result,” Hafsat said. 
Hafsat and all her siblings are marginalised. Her patience 
and persistence led her to Katsina COSDEC where she 
chooses to enroll in one of the male dominated trades- 
Masonry. “I want to challenge myself, and Mafita has 
done a great job in providing the needed support 
system that helped me excel in the masonry trade long 
before our graduation is due,” she said.

Like other students in her class, Hafsat enjoyed free 
learning materials and tools from Mafita. Boys in the 
building department looked on in awe as Hafsat took  
them on in bricklaying and basic surveying skills.  
Katsina COSDEC gave Hafsat the opportunity  
of studying side-by-side with non-Mafita  
beneficiaries who are not marginalised,  
which further boosted her self-esteem.

Female Integration in  
Socio-Economic Life

Mafita was able to positively contribute to  
female integration in socio-economic life. As a result,  

60% of the beneficiaries who recorded positive change in  
income were females (7,963 females). 28% of Mafita  

beneficiaries are part-time self-employed females compared 
 to only 8% of males. This meant that they were more likely to operate 
home-based businesses, suggesting that this decision was shaped by 

social and cultural circumstances.

Despite this success, due to its confined project duration and scope, Mafita 
only had a limited impact on changing gender patterns of employment. 

Women were reluctant to enrol in traditionally male-dominated  
trades. Cultural factors played an important role in this trend.  
Nevertheless, Mafita has opened the door for some female  

beneficiaries to enrol in newer occupational categories  
such Information Technology, even if they were  

male-dominated trades.
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Associations in Kano, is a good example that shows it is possible to 
improve government’s ability and willingness to consult when there 
is a good argument for it. However, dialogue platforms are still not 
a common feature of government operations and governments still 
need to be prompted to engage. A significant investment of effort is 
required to make the public sector more proactive in this regard.

 > Considering the needs of the marginalised alone does not 
sufficiently modernise the skills system in a way that provides an 
adequately trained work force in sectors that the market can absorb. 
It also risks creating a system that feeds the false assumption that 
the marginalised can only be dealt with in a separated system, 
further marginalising the marginalised. The ideal skills training 
system, especially the formal delivery system, needs to have a 
commercial outlook for sustainability and at the same time be able to 
accommodate the marginalised. This balance is difficult to achieve 
if the attempt is to have a dual system operating in a training centre 
where some beneficiaries are required to pay fees while others are 
exempted. The strategy should be towards delivering the training 
free to all beneficiaries and at the same time transforming the 
training centres into commercial outfits that offer services to the 
public. It must be understood that for this model to succeed, some 
level of sustained funding is required from government as a social 
investment while commercial revenues only augment government 
spending.

and women. A sustainable agenda hinges on the ability to overcome numerous obstacles posed 
by culture, religion and patriarchy that exclude a large segment of the society from participating 
in economic opportunities. Schemes, interventions, and programmes addressing this issue are 
mostly ad hoc, incoherent, inconsistent and without clearly defined objectives or sustainability 
considerations. Making matters worse are limited capacity and resources at institutional level, a 
difficult mix of stakeholders with divergent interests and appetites for reforms as well as mistrust, 
cynicism and misconceptions, socio-cultural norms and religious beliefs. Learning from Mafita’s 
experience, we believe that progress in this area can only be achieved through the following: 

 > A full implementation of the Skills Policies and Job Creation Strategies developed by 
the states: This means transforming documents into actionable plans with clear targets and 
responsibilities across government bodies. In Mafita’s case, the programme worked with 
the states to establish high-level state steering committees to coordinate implementation. 
These proved to be effective bodies, and the learning that emerged was that state steering 
committees which had more government technocrats on board worked better than the ones 
that mostly had political office holders.  
 
In Katsina State for instance, the steering committee was chaired by the Head of Service and 
had permanent secretaries and directors of relevant government agencies as members. These 
were career technocrats and were not subject to frequent political changes. In contrast, the 
steering committee in Kano was mostly made up of commissioners who were political office 
holders. Following the dissolution of the state cabinet after the elections in May 2019, it took 
several months for a new cabinet to be put in place and the steering committee never re-
convened after that.

 > Operationalising institutional structures: Institutional structures required to deliver on 
the objectives need to be established and incorporated into government bureaucracy and 
recognised as part of government systems. In states where the relevant institutional structures 
existed and the programme was immediately domiciled within the agencies from the beginning, 
such as the Directorate for Economic Empowerment (DEE) in Jigawa State and the Directorate 
for Economic Promotion and Vocational Training (DEPVT) in Katsina State, the programme 
was able to gain traction for its interventions right from the beginning. In states such as Kano 
where there was no relevant structure or agency, it was difficult to establish ownership and 
implementation suffered. Going forward, in cases where agencies need to be established, the 
relevant legal and regulatory frameworks must be put in place; agencies should be included in 
budgetary plans and appropriate staffing considerations taken into account from the outset. It 
should also be noted that a considerable amount of lead time is needed to achieve this even in 
states that demonstrate strong commitment.

 > Building an ecosystem of public/private/community stakeholders who are consulting on 
marginalisation: In order to sustain the marginalisation agenda, especially for marginalised 
youth, it is imperative that stakeholders such as their parents, caregivers and religious teachers 
are carried along in the process to get their buy-in and commitment. Public/private dialogue 
platforms have been useful tools that foster the relationships between public and private 
stakeholders. The dialogue platforms can be effective communication channels, provide the 
opportunity to address socio-cultural and religious issues and can be useful in managing 
expectations and providing the avenue to discuss incentives for sustainability.  
 
In Mafita’s case the dialogue platform set up between the Ministry of Commerce in Kano and 
the Kano Youth Empowerment Development Fund (KAYEDEF), which represents the Trade 
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“I learnt a lot from the practical 
sessions. It allowed me to 

be accepted to work on real 
construction sites. I even earned 
some money whilst learning new 

skills.”

ABDULAZIZ
Trade: Building Construction

Abdulaziz attended the Community Skills 
Development Centre (COSDEC) in Katsina 
and learned building construction where 
his training included theory and practical 
training which allowed him to hone his 
skills and confidence. He graduated in 

early 2018 and was quickly employed by a 
site engineer at a local construction site. 

 

“I didn’t know much about electrical 
connections but now I’m able to fix 
faults at home whenever we have 
any issues with power. It’s great to 
be able to make a living now and 

sponsor my education.”

SADIYA 
Trade: Electrical installations

Sadiya was encouraged to enrol in the 
traditionally male dominated trade of 

electrical installations with a view to break 
down gender stereotypes and increase 
her income. She is now able to make a 
living in the electrical installation trade 

and hopes to use her success to continue 
her education. 

“Believe me, my life has changed 
for the better! People within and 

outside my family are beginning to 
take note of my transformation. I am 

very proud of Mafita.”

ADAMU 
Trade: Plumbing & Pipe Fitting

Adamu dropped out of school at a very 
young age because his parents couldn’t 
provide for him. At 21, he enrolled in the 
apprenticeship training pathway. Whilst 

enrolled alone, he made close to 100,000 
Naira (GBP 200) from piping and repair 
works. Three years on, Adamu prides 

himself as an expert plumber.
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“Realising that after some lows in 
my early years as a disabled person, 
people are now increasingly defining 
me not by my physical disability but 

by my new-found skills set, is the 
most comforting feeling I ever felt.”

ABUBAKAR 
Trade: GSM Repair

Abubakar is living with a disability 
and enrolled in Mafita’s nine-month 
apprenticeship training programme. 

He is now witnessing his fortunes turn 
around and is earning between 500 to 
2,000 Naira a day (GBP 1-4), sometimes 
even more. He’s now able to pay for his 

medication, clothing and food.

“I feel very encouraged by the skills 
I have learnt. Not only have I learnt 

how to read and write, but also 
how to start a business and - most 
importantly - how to provide for my 

children.”

ZILFAU
Trade: Garment Making

Zilfau is an orphan, Islamiyya school 
graduate and a mother of two who lacked 

the necessary skills and education for 
employment. Zilfau enrolled in Mafita’s 

apprenticeship intervention and learned 
literacy and numeracy as well as garment-

making which has led her to be self-
sufficient. 

“Just a year ago, I was roaming 
the streets of  Sabon Gari begging 
for alms. Today, thanks to Mafita, 
I have a small furniture shop. My 

dream of self sufficiency is gradually 
becoming a reality.”

SHU’AIBU 
Trade: Carpentry & Joinery

Life was not easy for Shu’aibu who is 
living with a disability and lacking the 
skills needed to earn a living wage. 

Shu’aibu underwent a 12-month Mafita 
skills training at his local COSDEC and 

now operates a small furniture shop and is 
realising his dream of being self-sufficient. 
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