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As Sierra Leone’s overwhelmingly young population comes of age and enters the labor market, the 
country has a one-time opportunity to experience rapid and inclusive economic development.1 However, 
the pace of job creation in the country has not kept up with the number of youths entering the labor 
market every year. Moreover, high rates of inactivity and low levels of educational attainment among 
youth hampers their prospect in the labor market. This policy brief uses data from the most recent Sierra 
Leone Integrated Household Survey (SLIHS) and other sources to shed light on the labor market outcomes 
of youth in the country. It then reviews government and donor-funded programs that support youth 
employment and suggests areas for policy interventions.2 
 

I. Introduction 
 
Since the turn of the 21st century, Sierra Leone’s 
economy has suffered from episodes of 
volatility and lack of diversification. This 
challenge is intensified by the economic 
impacts of COVID-19. Since the country’s civil 
war ended in 2002, Sierra Leone’s GDP grew at a 
rate of 7.6 percent per annum between 2003 
and 2014. In 2014, however, the onset of the 
Ebola epidemic and the global drop in iron ore 
prices caused the GDP to fall by 21 percent, with 
sharp job losses and decline in activities in 
agriculture and manufacturing.3 In 2020, prior to 
the onset of COVID-19 globally, Sierra Leone’s 
economy was projected to grow at a rate of 5.4 
percent, the highest since 2016. However, with 
COVID-19 shock, the economy is instead 
expected to contract by 2.3 percent.4 
 
The economic growth between 2003 and 2014 
added few jobs in Sierra Leone’s economy. 
Figure 1 shows the sectoral and employment 
composition of Sierra Leone’s GDP from 2002 to 
2020. It clearly shows that while the share of 
industry in the Sierra Leone’s overall GDP 
peaked between 2010 and 2015, the share of 

 
1 Sierra Leoneans aged between 15 and 35 is set to increase from 2.8 million in 2020 to 4.5 million in 2050 as the largest cohort of Sierra 
Leoneans under the age of 14 enter the working-age population in the next 30 years. 
2 This policy brief summarizes the main findings from the larger note on youth employment, which presents detailed findings on the labor 
market status of youth in the country.  
3 Gonzalez, Alvaro S.; Michel Gutierrez, Veronica. 2017. Sierra Leone: Jobs Diagnostic. Job Series, no.11; World Bank, Washington, DC. 
4 World Bank. 2020. Sierra Leone Economic Update, June 2020: The Power of Investing in Girls. World Bank, Washington, DC. 

employment in industry remained relatively 
constant (figure 1, panel b).  
    
Figure 1: Sectoral and employment composition of GDP in 
Sierra Leone, 2002-2020 

 
 
The country is yet to adequately experience 
structural transformation and continues to be 
predominantly rely on the agriculture and 
services sector for employment. 56 percent of 
the employed labor force work in agriculture, 
with only 8 percent of the employed labor force 
working in manufacturing, and 38 percent 
employed in services in 2017. 
 

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed



 

  

Samik Adhikari, Shreya Chatterjee, Hannah Buya Kamara, Abu Kargbo, and Steisianasari Mileiva 2 

 

POST REVIEW - YOUTH EMPLOYMENT POLICY BRIEF 

II. Demographic and Educational 
Characteristics of Youth  

 
The population of Sierra Leone is 
overwhelmingly young providing the country 
with the one-time opportunity to experience 
rapid economic development, as the largest 
cohort of working age population enters the 
labor market. 75 percent of Sierra Leoneans are 
below the age of 35. Sierra Leone had five 
elderly persons aged 65 or over and 77 children 
below the age of 15 for every 100 in the working-
age population (15-64). Children below 15 make 
up the largest sub-group of population in rural 
areas whereas youth of working age (15-35) 
outnumber other subgroups in urban areas. This 
age structure allows Sierra Leone an opportunity 
to reap the “demographic dividend” as the 
largest cohort of youth enter the labor market. 
But in order to realize this, the youth need to be 
well-equipped with proper education and skills, 
and opportunities need to exist in the labor 
market to absorb the youth bulge.  
 
The youth (15-35) in Sierra Leone are relatively 
better educated compared to the adult working 
age population (36-64), but females perform 
worse than their male counterparts and the 
country fares poorly on secondary schooling 
indicators compared to regional benchmarking.  
72 percent of Sierra Leonean youth have 
attended school compared to 38 percent of 
those aged between 36 and 65. Among youth, 
66 percent have completed primary schooling. 
The secondary school completion rate is much 
lower at 12 percent. The secondary school 
enrollment rate in Sierra Leone of 42 percent is 
lower than overall secondary school enrollment 
rate in sub-Saharan Africa (43 percent).5 There is 
also a distinct gender gap across learning 
indicators. For example, figure 2 shows that only 

 
5 World Development Indicators 

50 percent of female youth can read and write 
in English compared to 70 percent of male 
youth. Similarly, less than 60 percent of females 
can do a simple match calculation compared to 
more than 75 percent of males, in the youth 
category.  
 

Figure 2: Comparison of youth (15-35) and adult (36-65) 
working age population on reading, writing, and math 
skills 

 
 

III. General Patterns of Youth 
Employment 

 
56 percent of the youth in Sierra Leone are 
employed compared to 66 percent of the 
overall working age population, with 
considerable disparities across rural and urban 
areas. Table 1 summarizes employment 
indicators across employment type and sector of 
employment for male, female, rural, and urban 
youth. While employment levels are relatively 
similar for males and females, rural youth are 
more likely to participate in the labor market (77 
percent) compared to urban youth (40 percent). 
83 percent of rural youth are employed in 



 

  

Samik Adhikari, Shreya Chatterjee, Hannah Buya Kamara, Abu Kargbo, and Steisianasari Mileiva 3 

 

POST REVIEW - YOUTH EMPLOYMENT POLICY BRIEF 

agriculture whereas 60 percent of urban youth 
are self-employed in non-farm enterprises. 39 
percent of female youth are self-employed 
outside of agriculture. In terms of sector of 
employment, male youth are 10 percentage 
points more likely to be employed in 
manufacturing whereas female youth are 7 
percentage point more likely to be employed in 
services.  
 

Table 1: Employment Indicators for Youth (15-35) in 
Sierra Leone 

 All Men 
Wome

n 
Rura

l 
Urban 

Employment rate 56.0 55.0 56.7 77.4 40.4 

Employment Type (% of employed)  

Wage, private 9.8 18.3 3.2 3.3 18.9 

Wage, public 3.0 4.7 1.7 0.7 6.3 

Self-employed, agriculture 54.3 52.5 55.6 83.0 14.8 

Self-employed, non-
agriculture 

32.9 24.5 39.4 13.1 60.1 

Sector of Employment (% of employed) 

Agriculture 55.0 53.8 56.0 83.7 15.4 

Manufacturing 7.8 13.0 3.7 4.4 12.5 

Services 37.2 33.2 40.3 11.9 72.1 

Source: SLIHS 2018 
 

Household-level welfare plays a central role in 
determining employment levels and types for 
youth in Sierra Leone. Youth in the poorest 20 
percentile of the household consumption 
distribution are significantly more likely to be 
employed than the youth who come from top 20 
percentile (figure 3). The type of employment 
also differs by household consumption, with 
those from the relatively poorer households less 
likely to be engaged in wage paying jobs. 
Moreover, 95 percent of the employed youth 
from the poorest households are self-employed, 
while 70 percent of those from the top 20 
percentile of the household consumption 
distribution are self-employed. 
 

Figure 3: Employment level and type for youth across the household consumption distribution in Sierra leone 

 
 
 

In rural areas, the agriculture sector employs 
the vast majority of the youth, while in urban 
areas youth are self-employed in micro non-
farm enterprises. 83 percent of rural youth and 

72 percent of youth with no formal level of 
education are employed in agriculture. Most 
youth employed in agriculture produce staple 
crops such as rice and cassava with only 5 
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percent of youth engaged in agriculture growing 
cash crops such as cotton. 60 percent of urban 
youth, on the other hand are self-employed in 
non-farm enterprises. 77 percent of youth 
owned firms are single-person enterprises, 
while 75 percent of are informal (unregistered) 
enterprises. 25 percent of urban youth and 33 
percent of youth with secondary school 
education are employed in wage paying jobs. 
Among youth with wage-paying jobs, 33 percent 
are employed in the public sector.  
 

IV. Youth Unemployment and 
Underemployment  

 
Similar to other low-income countries, Sierra 
Leone exhibits low levels of youth 
unemployment, but there is variation across 
rural and urban areas. The overall youth 
unemployment rate is 4 percent, rising up to 10 
percent for urban male youth and 6 percent for 
urban female youth.6 Unemployment rates for 
youth in rural areas are below 1 percent, 
perhaps alluding to the fact that youths in rural 
areas cannot afford to stay unemployed. Within 
urban areas, the youth with relatively high levels 
of education and from relatively better-off 
households are more likely to be unemployed. 
Urban youth who have completed secondary 
education experience the highest rate of 
unemployment (13 percent). Similarly, 8 percent 
of youth from the top 20 percentile of the 
household consumption distribution are 
unemployed compared to 1.6 percent in the 
bottom 20 percentile. The unemployed youth 
largely rely on informal networks to look for 
jobs. 43 percent of the unemployed youth 
reported seeking assistance from family and 
friends to look for jobs. Only 3 percent report 

 
6 Unemployment rate is calculated as the percentage of people 
in the labor force who are not currently unemployed and 
looking for employment, following international (ILO) definition 

registering with a public or private employment 
service provider to look for jobs.  
 

Figure 4: Youth unemployment rates in rural and urban 
areas and across males and females, 2018 

 
 
Similar to unemployment rate, 
underemployment rates are higher in urban 
areas and concentrated among the more 
educated, better-off, those employed in wage 
paying jobs or self-employed in non-farm 
enterprises. Overall 11 percent of youth in 
Sierra Leone are underemployed.7 In urban 
areas, 16 percent of youth are underemployed. 
This rises to 19 percent for youth in Freetown. 
Similar to the pattern observed for 
unemployment rates, underemployment rate is 
much higher among educated youth. 23 percent 
of youth who have completed secondary 
education are underemployed compared to 11 
percent of youth with no formal schooling. 
Across the household consumption distribution, 
18 percent of youth in the top 20 percentile are 
underemployed compared to 10 percent in the 
bottom 20 percentile. Across sectors, the 

7 Underemployment rate is calculated as the percentage of 
people in the labor force who are employed but work less than 
40 hours a week and have expressed the desire to work more 
hours 
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prevalence of underemployment is high in 
wage-paying jobs and self-employment in non-
farm enterprises, even though the average 
weekly hours worked by youth in Sierra Leone is 
the lowest in agriculture (39 hours) compared to 
manufacturing (50 hours) or services (47 hours). 
This suggests that youth employed in agriculture 
do not wish to work more hours than they 
already do. Underemployed youth identify lack 
of opportunities and financial resources as 
primary constraints to finding more work. 
 

V. Youth Not in Employment, 
Education, or Training (NEET) 

 
Compared to relatively low unemployment and 
underemployment levels, Sierra Leone has a 
high prevalence of youth who are NEET, with 
urban female youth facing the highest NEET 
rates. Overall 18 percent of Sierra Leonean 
youth are NEET. The incidence of NEET is 
generally high among urban youth and 
particularly high among female urban youth and 
youth in Freetown, where the NEET rate rises to 
27 percent. Nearly one-fourth of youths with a 
secondary education and above are NEET, 
compared to 15 percent without a formal 
education. However, this pattern is different in 
urban areas where 29 percent of youth without 
formal schooling are NEET compared to 27 
percent of those with secondary education or 
above. In contrast to unemployment and 
underemployment rates, the correlation 
between household consumption and NEET 
rates are not strong, with male youth facing high 
NEET rates in the bottom quintile whereas 
female youth facing slightly higher rates in the 
top quintile of the consumption distribution.  
 

Figure 5: Youth NEET rates in rural and urban areas and 
across males and females, 2018 

 
 
Women are disproportionately more likely to 
be NEET irrespective of geographical location or 
education levels due to domestic 
responsibilities and lack of financial resources 
to start their own business. Women account for 
58 percent of NEET youth in urban areas and 68 
percent of NEET youth in rural areas. For female 
youth, staying out of the labor market and the 
educational system can be closely linked with 
domestic and childbearing responsibilities. 41 
percent of rural female youth and 33 percent of 
urban female youth cite domestic 
responsibilities and taking care of children as a 
reason for not engaging with the labor market. 
Across rural and urban areas, 38 percent of 
women have been pregnant or given birth in the 
last 12 months are NEET, compared to 28 
percent of women who are active in the labor 
force. Similarly, another constraint identified by 
women for staying out of the labor force is lack 
of financial resources to start a business. 30 
percent of urban female youth who are NEET 
point to lack of access to finance as the biggest 
obstacle to participating in the labor market. For 
rural male youth, lack of financial resources and 
disability are key issues for being NEET – 8.2 
percent of the rural male youth who are NEET 
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identify as Persons with Disability (PWD) 
compared to 3.5 percent of the rural male youth 
who are employed, or 4.1 percent of the urban 
male youth who are NEET.  
 

VI. Demand and Supply Side 
Constraints to Youth Employment 

 
Sierra Leone’s growth episodes have not been 
accompanied by an increase in diversification 
or an expansion of employment opportunities, 
with access to finance a critical binding 
constraint. 86 percent of the growth in real GDP 
per capita in Sierra Leone between 2003 and 
2014 came from an increase in labor 
productivity and these gains were concentrated 
in the industry sector, driven by sharp increases 
in commodity prices between 2011 and 2014.8 
Access to credit is a critical challenge for firms 
looking to expand their operations and for 
prospective entrepreneurs. In the 2020 World 
Bank Doing Business Indicators, Sierra Leone 
was ranked 165 out of 190 countries in terms of 
access to credit.9 Self-employed individuals, 
including the youth, largely rely on informal 
financing sources for loans. Figure 6 shows that 
the domestic access to credit in the private 
sector have been consistently low over time in 
Sierra Leone, even during high growth episodes 
and is lower than regional peers, Liberia and 
Guinea. 55 percent of the loans taken by those 
self-employed in agriculture or non-farm 
enterprises are taken from family, friends and 
relatives, followed by 20 percent of the loans 
coming from traders.  
 
Low access to credit also stems from limited 
channels for formal financing. There are 2.7 

 
8 Gonzalez, Alvaro S.; Michel Gutierrez, Veronica. 2017. Sierra 
Leone: Jobs Diagnostic. Job Series, no.11; World Bank, 
Washington, DC. 
9 World Bank Group. 2020. Doing Business – Economy Profile: 
Sierra Leone. World Bank, Washington, DC. © World Bank. 

bank branches and 0.36 ATMs per 100,000 
adults in Sierra Leone, which is lower than 
regional peers Liberia, Guinea and Ghana.10 As a 
result, lack of access to finance does not allow 
even the most profitable formal or informal 
firms to grow and general employment. In 2018, 
only 7 percent of the informal firms generating 
the most revenue in Sierra Leone had a paid 
employee outside the household. 
 
Figure 6: Access to credit in the private sector, Sierra Leone 
and regional peers 

 
 
On the supply side, unequal access to 
secondary, and tertiary education, poor quality 
of the vocational education system, and 
marginalization of certain segments of youth 
hampers the prospect of youth in the labor 
market. Sierra Leone suffers from low secondary 
school completion rate among youth (12 
percent). Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) institutions offer valuable 
avenues for upskilling youth, but these 
institutions are largely inaccessible to youth in 
rural areas. 52 percent of the TVET institutions 

Retrieved from: 
https://www.doingbusiness.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/c
ountry/s/sierra-leone/SLE.pdf 
10 World Bank, World Development Indicators  



 

  

Samik Adhikari, Shreya Chatterjee, Hannah Buya Kamara, Abu Kargbo, and Steisianasari Mileiva 7 

 

POST REVIEW - YOUTH EMPLOYMENT POLICY BRIEF 

were in Freetown (Western Area) and the rest in 
urban areas of Kenema, Bombali, Bo and Port 
Loko.11 The TVET system is poorly funded, with 
only 3 percent of the education budget allocated 
to the TVET sector in 2019 and is mostly utilized 
for paying salaries of trainers. There are poor 
linkages between the labor market and training 
institutions, with outdated training and 
equipment and poor quality of training.  
 
Most tertiary education institutions are also 
concentrated in urban areas. Additionally, there 
are poor linkages between the skills worker have 
and the skills that firms in the country need. In a 
2012 skills gap analysis of representative formal 
firms conducted by the African Development 

Bank in the agriculture, mining and tourism 
sectors, skill gaps were found across the board 
in the managerial, professional and worker 
levels.12 Finally, women and youth who are 
PWDs face systematic challenges that need to 
be addressed. Women are economically 
marginalized and burdened disproportionately 
with domestic duties whereas 30 percent of 
youth who are PWDs are NEET. Among the 
PWDs, youth affected by the civil war face 
psychosocial challenges that constrain 
productive engagement with the labor market 
and need support through behavioral 
interventions.13 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 Sierra Leone Ministry of Education, Science and Technology. 
April 2015. Situational Analysis Study of Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) in Sierra Leone. Islamic 
Development Bank. Retrieved from: https://nctva.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/09/TVET_Situation_Analysis_Report_Dr
aft1_2015_IDB.pdf 
12 Mannah, Emanuel. Gibril, Yvonne. November 2012. A Skill 
Gap Analysis for Private Sector Development in Sierra Leone. 

African Development Bank. Retrieved from: 
https://nctva.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/09/Skills_Gap_Analysis_2012_AfDB.pdf 
13 Betancourt, T.S., McBain, Newnham,E, J. et al. A behavioural 
intervention for war-affected youth in Sierra Leone: a 
randomized controlled trial. J Am Acad Child Adolescent 
Psychiatry. 2014 Dec;53(12):1288-97. doi: 
10.1016/j.jaac.2014.09.011. 2014 Oct 2. 

Box 1: The Impact of COVID-19 on Labor Market Outcomes 
 
With the onset of COVID-19 pandemic, Sierra Leone risks losing the small gains made since 2014. According to the IMF, the 
Sierra Leonean economy is projected to contract by 2.3 percent assuming limited spread of the disease and 3.5 percent 
assuming unmitigated spread. The services sector is expected to be hit the hardest with a 16 percent contraction in 2020, 
lowering prospects for youth who are more likely to be employed in the sector.  
 
Table B.1, using data from the COVID-19 Impact Monitoring Survey (CIMS) - collected in June 2020 - shows the distribution of 
the impact of COVID-19 on agriculture, businesses, and wage-paying jobs across geography and gender. Urban areas, especially 
Freetown have a higher proportion of wage paying individuals reporting decreased income. 
 
Table B.1: Impact of COVID-19 on income related metric in agriculture, business, and wage-paying job 

Sector Metric Overall Male 
headed 

households 

Female 
headed 

households 

Urban Rural and 
Other Areas 

Freetown 

Agriculture % income decreased 54 53 58 59 54 61 

% income stopped 2 2 2 6 2 8 

Business % income decreased 72 73 70 73 73 75 

% income stopped 3 4 3 2 2 4 

Wage-paying % income decreased 38 39 35 40 37 41 

% income stopped 7 6 8 7 7 6 
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VII. Opportunities in the Labor Market 
 
The Government of Sierra Leone through the 
Medium-Term National Development Plan 
(NDP)14, recognizes the need to generate 
critical and sustainable jobs for youth and 
identifies several key areas for driving 
economic growth. Among prioritized areas for 
propelling economic growth and creating jobs 
are: (i) improving agricultural productivity by 
encouraging commercial farming and upgrading 
agricultural value chains; (ii) modernizing 
fisheries production by introducing new 
technology; (ii) upskilling in the tourism and 
hospitality sector to increase the contribution of 
services to GDP from 36 to 45 percent; (iv) 
upgrading industrial production outside the 
mining sector by creating special economic and 
export processing zones; and (v) investing in 
renewable energy to harness abundant 
hydropower, solar, and wind energy from within 
the country.  
 
A 2014 report15 from the Ministry of Youth 
Affairs titled “A Blueprint for Youth 
Development” identifies several constraints to 
providing better livelihood options for youth in 
the country. These constraints include: 

• Teenage pregnancies, gender based 
violence (GBV), and barriers to land 
ownership for rural females; 

• Insecure mining work and being trapped in 
subsistence agriculture for rural males; 

 
14 Government of Sierra Leone. 2019, “Sierra Leone’s Medium 
Term- National Development Plan 2019-2023, Volume 1”, IMF 
Country Report 19/218, International Monetary Fund, 
Washington DC. Retrieved from: 
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2019/07/09/Si

• Lack of access to capital, few opportunities 
for skills training, and lack of access to 
markets for all rural youth;  

• Low access to capital, lack of experience, 
lack of management and business skills, 
and corruption for urban and educated 
youth; and 

• Poor financial literacy and lack of 
opportunities for urban and uneducated 
youth.  

 
Agriculture and fisheries sectors are earmarked 
with the potential for generating most 
sustainable jobs for youth in the near term, but 
the blueprint mentions that this requires 
significant policy reform, political will, and 
practical action. 
 
Besides the objectives identified in the NDP 
and the Youth Development Blueprint, the 
growth in access to digital technologies, 
especially mobile phones, presents an 
opportunity to leverage digital platforms to 
provide active labor market support to youth in 
the country. In 2019, Sierra Leone had 86 mobile 
subscriptions per 100 people, at par with the 
regional power-house Nigeria (88 subscribers 
per 100 people). This increasing digital footprint 
of the youth in Sierra Leone can have key 
positive externalities for the youth and their 
employment prospects. It can help the self-
employed in rural and urban areas tap into a 
growing online marketplace, and the 

erra-Leone-Economic-Development-Documents-National-
Development-Plan-2019-23-47099 
15 Sierra Leone, Ministry of Youth Affairs (2014): A Blueprint for 
Youth Development 
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unemployed access better information about 
job and skills training opportunities. Another 
area where digital technology can play a critical 
role is in expanding Digital Financial Services 
(DFS). DFS through increasing mobile phone 
subscriptions can be seen as a way to extend 
financial services to Sierra Leoneans that do not 
have access to formal financial services. In Sierra 
Leone, more than 85% of the population is 
considered “unbanked”.16 Access and utilization 
of DFS has the potential to help youth start 
businesses and increase their savings and 
investments.  
 

VIII. Areas for Policy Interventions 
 
Taking stock of the labor market indicators for 
youth, three key considerations emerge that 
future programs should consider in advancing 
the youth employment agenda in Sierra Leone. 
First, youth are constrained by both demand 
side challenges such as lack of access to finance 
as well as supply side challenges such as lack of 
access to quality vocational training. Following 
global evidence, interventions that combine 
training and access to finance or credit are likely 
to have the most success in improving 
employment outcomes for youth. Second, it is 
clear that along many dimensions rural and 
urban youth suffer from different set of 
constraints. Rural youth are mostly employed in 
low-productivity subsistence agriculture where 
job quality seems to be the most binding 
constraint whereas urban youth are more likely 
to be unemployed, underemployed or NEET 
where job access seems to be the binding 
constraint. Tailoring programs and interventions 
that improve job quality in rural areas and job 
access in urban areas is likely to improve labor 
market indicators for youth in those respective 

 
16 International Growth Center (IGC): You can pay me through 
my cell phone: Mobile money in Sierra Leone. Available at: 

settings. Third, it is clear that marginalized 
groups such as women, PWDs, and youth with 
mental health issues suffer worse labor market 
outcomes that precludes them from 
productively contributing to the economy. 
Making programmatic adjustments for those 
marginalized groups can help youth to 
productively contribute to their societies.   
 
A review of 23 government and donor funded 
youth employment programs in the country 
shows promising avenues to build future 
programming but gaps remain. 13 out of the 23 
programs supporting youth employment 
provided integrated package of services to 
youth, combining training and grants to 
promote self-employment Additionally, 16 
programs focused on supply side interventions 
such as providing skills development support 
through internships and apprenticeship 
schemes, and life skills training. 11 programs 
focused on demand side issues supporting 
businesses through subsidies, tax cuts, and 
incubation. Majority of the programs, however, 
were implemented in Western Area followed by 
Koinadugu, Kono, Kenema and Bombali. Only 
four out of the 23 programs directly targeted 
women and PWDs and five explicitly provided 
grants or credits to expand access to finance. 
Private sector participation in terms of 
placements or internships were markedly 
absent from majority of the programs, and only 
six out of the 23 programs reached more than 
10,000 youth, suggesting considerable room for 
expansion among programs that are successful. 
The total funding of the programs was US$ 103 
millions of which only US$1.3 million was from 
the Government. The Government funded 
projects were very small in magnitude, scope 

https://www.theigc.org/blog/you-can-pay-me-through-my-cell-
phone-mobile-money-in-sierra-leone/ 
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and coverage with limited documentation on 
impact.  
 
Despite successes of some of the past 
programs, Sierra Leone needs a much more 
comprehensive jobs related strategy that takes 
into account the need of its diverse groups to 
productively employ its growing youth 
population.  Even before the COVID-19 
pandemic, Sierra Leone needed to create 
around 70,000 jobs every year to maintain 
current employment rates with the current level 
of population growth. With COVID-19 further 
suppressing domestic demand and worsening 
business conditions, Sierra Leone needs to 
invest in programs that directly addresses the 
constraints faced by different sub-group of 
youth.  
 

Table 2 outlines a comprehensive support 
strategy to advance the youth employment 
agenda in the country, starting with identifying 

the specific constraint that youth face in the 
labor market; linking the constraint to the 
segment of the youth based on geography skills, 
and income profile; and offering both broader 
category of support to alleviate the constraint as 
well as providing examples of existing programs 
(from the mapping exercise) that are already 
supporting the targeted segment of the 
population.   

Similarly, in rural areas, interventions are 
identified to: (i) improve training and funding to 
increase productivity in agriculture and 
fisheries; (ii) encourage the incubation of non-
farm enterprises closely linked to agricultural 
firms; and (iii) use public works to support cash 
infusion in the rural economy, especially among 
youth with low educational outcomes. The NDP 
priority areas amenable to these interventions 
are improving agriculture productivity, 
modernizing fisheries and investing in 
renewable energy.

 

Table 2: Programmatic recommendations for improving youth labor market outcomes in Sierra Leone 

Subgroups 
of Youth 

Broader Policy 
Objectives  

Specific Category of Programs to Alleviate 
Existing Constraints 

Existing Examples 
NDP Priority 
Areas Amenable 
to Interventions 

Rural, poor 
youth with 
low 
education 
outcomes  

Improving 
productivity in 
agriculture 

Demand side: 

• Continued access to safety nets 
through cash, cash plus, and 
public works programs 

• Funding and training to interested 
youth on cultivating more 
productive crops, including by 
leveraging technology such as 
through existing agricultural 
extension services 

Supply side:  

• Safety nets interventions that 
combine cash transfers with basic 
numeracy and literacy training to 
help support fundamental skills 

• Opportunity 
Salone 

• Youth in 
Agriculture 

• Youth in Fisheries 

• Promoting Youth 
Employment 
through Local 
Economic 
Development (EPP 
III) – Agricultural 
Value Chain 

• Sierra Leone Social 
Safety Nets 
Program (WB) 

• Improving 
agriculture 
productivity 

• Modernizing 
fisheries 

Rural, non-
poor youth 
with some 

Supporting 
movement of 
youth from 

Demand Side: 

• Productive inclusion grants to 
incubate youth owned firms that 

• EPP III- Facility for 
Innovation 

• Investing in 
renewable 
energy 
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level of 
education 

agriculture to 
non-farm 
enterprises 

move up agricultural value chains 
and help connect their enterprises 
to urban markets 

Supply Side:  

• Grants combined with financial 
literacy and training on 
performing basic business 
functions 

 

Urban, 
poor youth 
with low 
education 
outcomes 

Enabling access to 
income-earning 
opportunities, 
especially for 
youth who are 
inactive in the 
labor market 

Demand Side:  

• Self-targeted public work 
programs that focus on the needs 
in urban areas (for example, 
waste management, street and 
drainage cleaning and 
environmental upgradation of 
cities).  

Supply Side:  

• Apprenticeship schemes in the 
informal sector that allows on-
the-job training and opportunity 
to earn a stipend 

 

• The Masada Waste 
Transformers 
Program 

• Sierra Leone Skills 
Development 
Project (WB) 

• Upskilling in 
the tourism 
and 
hospitality 
sectors 

 

Urban, non-
poor youth 
with high 
education 
outcomes 

Supporting 
unemployed and 
underemployed 
youth to deploy 
their human 
capital more 
productively 

Demand Side:  

• Integrated programs providing 
grants/credit along with training 
to self-employed youth on setting 
up or expanding non-farm 
enterprises, particularly to female 
youth 

• Industry internship and 
apprenticeship programs in close 
ties with private sector to connect 
youth to jobs in demand 

Supply Side:  

• Employment services, 
administered on virtual platforms 
where youth can register their 
profiles, learn simple skills, view 
comprehensive job listings and 
reach out to potential employers. 
Provide special assistance to 
connect women and PWDs. 

• Sierra Leone Youth 
Employment 
Support (YES) 
program’s Skill 
Development and 
Employment 
support 

• Gender and 
Entrepreneurship 
Together (GET) 
Ahead 

• Graduate 
Internship 
Program 

• Youth Skills 
Development 
along the 
Bandajuma-Liberia 

• Youth 
Entrepreneurship 
and Employment 
Project 

• Youth in Car Wash 

• Upskilling in 
the tourism 
and 
hospitality 
sectors 

• Investing in 
renewable 
energy 

 
In terms of future programming to support 

the youth employment agenda, adopting an 
integrated approach that addresses both labor 
demand and supply constraints in the economy 

and the diverse challenges of different 
subgroups of youth in urban and rural areas is 
critical. In rural areas, and depending on the 
subgroup of youth, the provision of funding and 
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training to improve agriculture productivity and 
to encourage the transition towards furthering 
agricultural value chains through non-farm 
employment is recommended.  In urban areas, 
providing funding, training and incubation 
services to self-employed youth with a focus on 
non-farm enterprises could help lower 
unemployment and underemployment. For 
inactive youth, the deployment of training in 

partnership with the private sector and 
intermediation services leveraging digital 
platforms that provide access to information 
and job placements could facilitate re-entry into 
the labor market. Finally, it is important to 
design and scale-up youth programming to be 
inclusive of women, PWDs and those with 
psychosocial challenges.   
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