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 X Rural youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa: 
Moving away from urban myths and towards  
structural policy solutions

Bernd Mueller 

A large share of the discourse of rural youth employment in 
Africa is dominated by a range of common ‘perceived truths’ 
or myths.

urban myth noun [UK], also urban legend: story or statement that is not true but is often repeated and believed by many 
to be true – Cambridge Dictionary 

135 There is no standard definition of “rural”. As Losch (2016, 31) highlighted, rural areas do not have a positive definition but are defined as being all those 
places that are not urban. “According to the FAO, the rural population is the residual number after subtracting the urban population from the total population 
and this view is adopted by most countries in the world. […] As a consequence, the vision of what is urban and what is rural is blurred by definition and the 
ongoing changes are only increasing the uncertainty – a major difficulty for action and forward thinking.”

136 The term “Africa” is used as a synonym for sub-Saharan Africa, unless stated otherwise. 

The agriculture sector is the largest employer in 
Africa. The majority of African youth live in rural 
areas, and their number is expected to increase 
for decades to come. As a result, the majority of 
youth in sub-Saharan Africa work in agriculture and 
in rural areas135 (World Bank and IFAD 2017). Thus,  
any discussion on the challenges and approaches 
to youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa136 must 
consider the realities of rural employment to inform 
any proposed solutions.

Yet, urban contexts and concerns tend to dominate 
discourses on youth employment in Africa in various 
ways. They tend to focus on occupations that are 
presumed attractive to youth, which mainly infers 
a focus on white-collar jobs, technology-intensive 
jobs or other occupations that generally depend on 
high levels of education and/or skill sets. Another 
common focus lies squarely on entrepreneurship 
development and the promotion of self-employ-
ment for youth. Similarly, rural-to-urban migration 
by youth – often claimed to be resulting from rural 
unemployment – and the stresses it brings to 
urban infrastructure, labour markets and safety 
are frequent topics of concern. Relatedly, there is 

a common fear of ageing rural populations and a 
widespread lack of interest of youth in agriculture. 
Consequently, a large share of the discourse of 
rural youth employment in Africa is dominated by 
a range of common “perceived truths”, or myths. 

These urban myths run across a spectrum, from the 
seemingly plausible to the outright ludicrous. Yet, 
unfortunately, many authors, policymakers, public 
servants and development practitioners too often 
seem to be struggling to circumnavigate these 
myths. Common misperceptions about rural African 
youth need to be exposed by juxtaposing them with 
evidence on the actual realities that many rural 
youths live with. The aim is to clarify and – ideally – 
arrive at a slightly more realistic description of their 
livelihoods and employment realities and ultimately 
to derive implications for policy solutions and tech-
nical support models to improve their employment 
outlooks. This is of particular importance because 
these urban myths can have substantial impact 
on what would be perceived as the best ways to 
advance the cause of youth employment creation 
in rural Africa.
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The discussion here centres on six common urban 
myths on rural African youth, arguing that they are 
based on misguided perceptions, which in turn 
shape predominant but ill-fitting policy, programme 
and project responses. These six myths:

1. “Unemployment is a major issue for rural African 
youth.”

2. “Agriculture is unattractive to youth,” and “We need 
to make agriculture ‘cool’ again.” 

3. “Rural population in Africa is ageing rapidly,” and 
“The average age of the African farmer is 60.”

4. “Rural-to-urban migration by youth is a major 
concern.”

5. “Rural labour markets are ‘thin’ and there are very 
few wage jobs.”

6. “Rural youth employment is best promoted by fos-
tering self-employment and entrepreneurship.”

The term “urban myths” is used not just as a pun 
but advisedly because these myths likely originated 
from the urban sphere and urbanized perceptions 
of rural youth. They appear throughout the pub-
lished literature and are commonly encountered 
during public discussions on rural youth employ-
ment – discussions that, more often than not, tend 
to take place in invariably urban conference venues 
or other public fora. In these discourses, it is typically 
urban-based policymakers, academics or develop-
ment practitioners (including this author) who delib-
erate on how to reduce the plight of their young 
compatriots and beneficiary communities living in 
rural areas. Regardless whether “international” or 
“national”, the majority of us experts and panellists 
invariably have benefited from an upbringing, edu-
cation and life in urban spaces. Our perception of 
the youth employment realities and challenges has 
likely been shaped by our own as well as our fami-
lies’, sons’, daughters’ and friends’ experiences and 
life trajectories, which predominantly are situated in 
urban spaces, schools, universities and workplaces. 
As an unsurprising result, this profoundly urban yet 
anecdotal set of experiences and reference points 
shapes and dominates the perceptions and sug-
gested solutions that we are likely to develop. 

137 At the time, Lipton found fault with the lack of attention devoted towards rural development as a result of the industrialization efforts, and he famously 
associated this period with what he termed “urban bias”. Urban bias refers to the perceived extraction of surplus from the “rural class” by the “urban class” 
through overtaxation, unidirectional resource transfers (including brain drain), unequal distribution of political power and prices skewed in favour of 
industries. See Lipton 1968 and 1977.

138 A notion that is comprehensively debunked by Flynn et al. (2016), as also discussed under the sixth urban myth.

139 Admittedly, this can be a tall order due to limited availability and quality of statistics in Africa in general and rural Africa in particular (Losch 2016). Nevertheless, 
statistics and data are available, and their quality is constantly improving, both in the form of official surveys and case studies. So, there is little excuse for 
fudging the issue and eschewing evidence-based strategies.

140 Achieving effective youth representation thus becomes more and more pressing.

This is a special type of “urban bias”, not unlike but 
slightly different from the one purported by Michael 
Lipton137 in the 1960s and 1970s. A widespread 
symptom of this bias is an at-times lopsided focus 
on predominantly urban issues, such as graduate 
youth unemployment and the need for develop-
ment of “white collar”, “new collar”, digital, soft or 
employability skills as well as entrepreneurship 
training to allow them to “create their own jobs”.138 
While these issues and approaches clearly bear 
some general value, their relevance applies pre-
dominantly to a particular subset of African youth: 
mostly urban and educated (graduate) youth, who 
“still represent only a tiny fraction (about 3–4 per 
cent) of the labour force, come from the richest 
households and have the best job prospects” (Filmer 
and Fox 2014, 5). For this reason, it is important to 
come up with a better understanding of the actual 
employment challenges, trends and outlooks for 
rural African youth rather than assuming that their 
goals and ambitions would be comparable with 
those predominant in urban contexts.

And let’s be clear: The fact that an analyst, commen-
tator, policymaker or activist might not share the 
same experiences as their beneficiaries or subject 
matter does not in any way disqualify their work 
or views. That said, to hold relevance, our work 
requires a careful and analytical approach to pre-
vent our perceptions from superseding evidence 
and primary information.139 The propositions made 
here are based on several years of primary and 
secondary research on rural (youth) employment 
and labour markets across a range of African coun-
tries, but without claiming intimate knowledge of 
rural African youths’ thoughts, perceptions, wishes 
and ambitions. Yet, these propositions are based 
on an extensive and in-depth understanding of 
rural African economies and labour markets. The 
description of rural youth presented here is based 
on this research. It does not substitute closer 
engagement with them directly to yield the most 
precise and first-best policy solutions. For this, it will 
be indispensable for policymakers and programme 
designers to reach out, to empower and to listen 
actively.140
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Discussing six widespread 
urban myths on rural youth 
employment
Urban myth 1:  
“Unemployment is a major issue 
for rural African youth.”
The first urban myth concerns the often-repeated 
idea that youth unemployment is a major problem 
and threat in most African countries. “Despite 
rapid economic growth in recent years, youth 
unemployment in Africa, especially sub-Saharan Africa, 
has remained stubbornly high” (Chigunta 2017, 1, 
emphasis added). Without providing any source, 
Awogbenle and Iwuamadi (2010) claimed that a 
staggering 60 per cent of the 200 million African 
youth were unemployed. Garcia and Fares (2008) 
similarly painted a grim picture of the multiple 
labour market challenges that African youth face. 
They claimed (again, without sources) that in 2003, 
21 per cent of all youth in sub-Saharan Africa were 
unemployed and that this rate would exceed that 
of any region, with the exception of the Arab States 
and Northern Africa. 

Unfortunately, these figures and statements do not 
sit well with the evidence. The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) estimated youth unemployment 
in sub-Saharan Africa at 15.7 per cent in 2003. 
Consistently over the past 20 years, unemploy-
ment was only lower in Asia and Northern America 
(figure 1). In fact, until 2015, youth unemployment 
in sub-Saharan Africa had consistently decreased, 
whereas trends were much more volatile in all 
other regions. Of course, it is fair to point out that 
youth unemployment in rural Africa is higher than 
average unemployment overall. But this statement 
holds true globally for virtually any context and 
locality and therefore amounts to not much more 
than a tautological suggestion. 

Looking closer at rural employment statistics, it is 
generally clear that unemployment is much lower 
compared with urban areas (World Bank and IFAD 
2017). Based on data from school-to-work tran-
sition surveys in 28 countries, Elder et al. (2015) 
found that, with the exception of Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia, rural youth unemployment was 
generally lower than urban youth unemployment. 
This common gap was by far the largest in sub-Sa-
haran Africa, with 10 percentage points difference 
between urban and rural youth unemployment 

 X Figure 1. Youth (aged 15–24) unemployment rate, by region, 1998–2019
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rates. Generally, they found that rural youth unem-
ployment in Africa was the absolute lowest across 
all regions included in the survey (figure 2).141 

If youth unemployment is so low in rural Africa, why 
is it commonly described as a serious problem? Part 
of the reason lies in the definition of employment 
as well as the dire economic realities of most rural 
African communities. The official definition (ILO 
2013) of “persons in employment” covers every-
one of working age who, during a short reference 
period (usually one week), was engaged in any 
activity to produce goods or provide services for 
pay or profit (usually for at least one hour). This 
measure provides a relatively low threshold for any 
work performed in a week, and it does not include 
any determination on the conditions of such work 
(for instance, whether it is formal or informal, let 
alone decent). 

As a consequence, “most rural youth are either 
employed (waged and self-employed) or ‘not in the 
labour force’. Almost one quarter of young people 
live in households where income per head is less 
than one dollar a day. The unemployed are mainly 

141 This already indicates that especially in the context of rural Africa – with its many problems of economic hardship and (working) poverty – unemployment 
is not a useful measure for labour market performance.

better-educated urban youth who can afford to 
engage in relatively protracted job search”; and “in 
countries without unemployment benefit systems, 
total employment is largely supply determined and 
employment elasticities tend to vary inversely with 
output growth. Consequently, an increase in the 
demand for labour is reflected in an increase in the 
quality rather than the quantity of employment: 
workers move from unpaid to wage jobs, from 
worse jobs to better jobs etc. Subsistence agricul-
ture and informal sectors are ‘sponges’ for surplus 
labour” (Bennell 2007, 4, 6). 

Although many analysts and commentators implic-
itly or explicitly refer to the youth employment 
problem as the “youth unemployment problem”, 
(measured) unemployment in low-income sub-Sa-
haran Africa, and even in middle-income countries 
outside of Southern Africa, actually is not that 
high because most poor people cannot afford 
to be unemployed. In the absence of any public 
social security system or other safety nets, most 
rural Africans are “too poor to be unemployed” 
and thus must accept any employment activity for 
survival, no matter how poorly paid, dangerous or 

 X Figure 2. Youth unemployment rate (strict definition), by region and area of residence (% of labour force)
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insecure. Unemployment thus can be considered 
a luxury due to the unemployed person’s ability 
to fund periods of job searching (Fox, Senbet and 
Simbanegavi 2016). 

The challenges that rural communities experience 
thus might often be mistaken for unemployment by 
many commentators but are in fact more correctly 
defined as a combination of underemployment, low 
productivity, informality, vulnerable and precarious 
employment and generally low incomes and harsh 
working conditions. Or to bring all these together 
in one term: working poverty. In fact, a recent ILO 
World Economic and Social Outlook reports that 
around two thirds of workers in sub-Saharan Africa 
are working poor (ILO 2017).

This is not the same as saying that employment 
creation would not be important. A driver of under-
employment and bad working conditions is the 
huge oversupply of labour in the face of few viable 
employment opportunities. Correcting this imbal-
ance and reducing the gap between labour supply 
and demand (“tightening” the labour market) is 
an important element in resolving the situation. 
Creating a large number of jobs (of increasingly 
better quality) for the rural poor must be a major 
element of such a strategy, as discussed under 
urban myth 5 and in conclusion. 

Urban myth 2:  
“Agriculture is unattractive  
to youth,” and “We need to make 
agriculture ‘cool’ again.”
This is an exceedingly common argument that can 
be found both in everyday discourses as well as 
the literature on youth employment: the idea that 
agriculture would somehow be inherently unat-
tractive to youth, that youth are not interested in 
agricultural livelihoods, that there is a “youth and 
agriculture problem” in Africa or – bordering on 
the condescending – the notion that agriculture is 
simply not “cool”. In its many variants, this probably 
is one of the most common tropes encountered 
in discussions about youth employment in (rural) 
Africa, as evidenced by a selection of quotes (all 
emphases added):

 X “[A]griculture in its present state appears to be 
so unattractive to young people that they are turn-
ing away from agricultural or rural futures. As 
the Future Agricultures Consortium (2010) con-
cluded for Africa: ‘Young Africans are increasingly 

reluctant to pursue agriculture-based livelihoods.’” 
(White 2012, 11) 

 X  “The agriculture sector has huge potential to 
drive growth, but investments are needed to 
make it attractive for young people.” (Feed the 
Future 2017, blog entitled, “Making Agriculture 
Cool Again for Youth in Africa”)

 X  “Agriculture as a profession has failed to attract the 
youths.” (IMoT Agri Forum 2018)

 X “Today, many young people in Africa do not 
find agriculture attractive as a career and will 
largely migrate to urban areas.” (Rukuni and 
Zvavanyange 2014)

 X “Let’s make agriculture cool again.” (González 
2016) 

As Sumberg et al. (2012) also demonstrated, there 
has been a great increase in the discussion of what 
they call “the youth and agriculture problem” in 
Africa, while evidence and contextualized analysis 
are gravely lacking. 

First of all, this trope of how youth are fleeing 
agriculture due to its “unattractiveness” can be 
debunked on straightforward empirical grounds. 
“Agriculture is still the biggest employer of rural 
youth in most low- and middle-income countries. In 
[sub-Saharan Africa], agriculture employs a higher 
proportion of youth than adults, and a recent review 
of nine major countries in [sub-Saharan Africa] 
shows that farming is the largest employer of youth 
overall. Over the last decade, while farming’s share 
of youth employment has generally declined […] the 
absolute number of youth farmers are increasing 
at different rates” (World Bank and IFAD 2017, 9).

Similarly, Yeboah and Jayne (2016, 27) pointed out 
that agriculture will continue to be the largest sector 
of employment in a range of African countries for 
decades to come. They even showed that in several 
countries, new jobs for youth are primarily located 
in farming, and therefore they argued that “despite 
the conventional wisdom that young Africans are 
exiting farming in great numbers leading to an age-
ing of rural areas, the evidence presented […] indi-
cates that this view is greatly exaggerated”. There 
is increasing evidence in the literature that many 
(educated) African youth consider a career in agri-
culture desirable under certain conditions (Melchers 
and Büchler 2019; Muthoni Mwaura 2017).

The result of the preoccupation with the “unat-
tractiveness” of agriculture for youth is that it 
shifts the discourse and the nature of proposed 
solutions in a number of undesirable ways. First 
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of all, as some argue, this urban-driven discourse 
risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy because 
it (perhaps unwittingly) repeats and reiterates the 
notion of how urban lives and careers are more 
desirable. White (2012) spoke of an “assault on rural 
culture” and a “general downgrading of rural life” in 
this regard. 

Even more damaging, youths’ lack of participation 
in agriculture might have less to do with any sense 
of attractiveness but more with a realistic appraisal 
of the actual (limited) opportunities and substan-
tial constraints towards successfully and gainfully 
entering the sector. The discussion on the level of 
attractiveness overlooks that the decision to leave 
agriculture and rural spaces behind may not be 
driven so much by their relative attractiveness but 
much more by a lack of opportunities in agriculture 
and thus the compulsion to find a livelihood else-
where. The youth struggle to gain access to land 
due to a combination of population pressures is 
well documented (Headey and Jayne 2014),142 both 
fragmentation and concentration of land (regarding 
the United Republic of Tanzania, see Mueller 2015; 
2011b), large-scale land acquisitions (foreign and 
domestic) (White 2012) and intergenerational ten-
sions over access to land, with parents taking longer 

142 More and more authors are doubting Boserup’s (1985; 1965) famous thesis of population growth being the main determinant for technological innovation 
and advancement.

to inherit the land and inherited parcels becoming 
increasingly miniscule (Bezu and Holden 2014; 
White 2012). Also, numerous institutional and finan-
cial hurdles exist that prevent access to agricultural 
opportunities, such as commercial banks frequently 
hesitating to venture into rural areas or agricultural 
enterprises for a range of reasons, such as limited 
securities and collateral (Filmer and Fox 2014). 

Additionally, the discourse on the attractiveness of 
agriculture has a general tendency towards portray-
ing youth as without agency, having little self-deter-
mination and merely subject to external push and 
pull forces. Te Lintelo (2012, 93) highlighted how 
national youth policies also tend to portray youth 
either as “passive clients of government services” or 
as “constrained decision-makers”. 

The most important argument for why the agri-
culture-is-unattractive proposition is disingenuous 
is that it is not agriculture itself that is scorned by 
youth. Instead, the unattractive element is nothing 
else but the widespread and often extreme poverty 
across rural Africa as a result of a profound lack of 
decent employment opportunities in rural areas. 

The majority of agricultural production in Africa is 
small scale. According to a substantial estimation 

 X Figure 3. Distribution of farms, by size of landholding, across sub-Saharan Africa
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based on agricultural census data, Lowder, Skoet 
and Raney (2016) calculated that around 80 per 
cent of farms in sub-Saharan Africa operate on 
less than 2 hectares of land and they occupy about 
40 per cent of the total agricultural land (figure 3). 
Agriculture, and especially small-scale agriculture 
(including animal husbandry and pastoralism), has 
been and remains the single-most important live-
lihood source for rural Africans, and it remains the 
dominant mode of production across rural Africa 
(Gollin 2014). At the same time and most unfortu-
nately – and keeping the importance of context in 
mind – rural African villages tend to be where inci-
sive poverty is most prevalent. Poverty in Africa still 
is a predominantly rural phenomenon, and extreme 
poverty is more prevalent in rural areas (IFAD 2016; 
Dercon 2009;). The correlation between smallholder 
agriculture and deep poverty is not a coincidence. 

143 It is impossible to exhaustively cover here the debate on whether there exists an “inverse relationship” between farm size and productivity in agriculture. 
Debates on this general topic reach back centuries, arguably beginning with the works of classical political economists, such as Arthur Young, Adam 
Smith and John Stuart Mill, on mostly pre-industrial revolution agriculture. These were followed by a range of other debates, including: between Engels 
(1972, first published in 1894), Lenin (1899), Kautsky (1899) and later Chayanov (1966, originally published in 1925) on the peasant mode of production 
and the “agrarian question” of how the peasantry will be absorbed into the capitalist mode (for a summary, see Bernstein 2009); the heated academic 
disagreements between the likes of Terry Byres and Michael Lipton on the notion of “urban bias” (Jones and Corbridge 2010; Byres 1979; Lipton 1977) in 
the 1970s; the active debates on the inverse relationship in the second half of the twentieth century (kickstarted by Sen 1962; for a summary, see Fan and 
Chan-Kang 2005); and more recently, discussions on family farming (Garner and de la O Gender 2014; for a critical perspective, see Johnston and Le Roux 
2007), contract farming and out-grower schemes as well as large-scale land acquisitions and so-called “land grabs” (Cotula et al. 2014; Edelman, Oya and 
Borras Jr 2013; Oya 2013b; Oya 2012).In various guises, all of these debates, which can display a general tendency of being ideologically loaded, pivot on 
the question of whether smallholder farming is efficient and inherently more productive than large-scale farming. For recent summaries of these debates, 
see Gibbon (2011), Mueller (2011b; 2011a) and, more prominently, Collier and Dercon (2014), who all come to the conclusion that the evidence base on the 
inverse relationship is at best shaky and that “a focus on smallholder agriculture for growth is not proven” (ibid, 98).

Although this has been the subject of extensive and 
century-old debates,143 it is becoming more and 
more evident that small-scale agriculture suffers 
from profoundly lower levels of productivity and 
that it provides limited scope for sustained escapes 
from poverty. This is evidenced by macro-level sta-
tistics, which consistently show that agriculture in 
sub-Saharan Africa contributes on average less 
than 20 per cent to gross domestic product while 
employing around 60 per cent of the labour force 
(figure 4). This is a direct manifestation of the pro-
ductive inefficiency and resulting poverty of most 
African agricultural producers and workers. Simply 
put, a large share of the population across Africa 
(people living in rural areas and depending on agri-
culture) produce only a small share of the (already 
low) gross domestic product. Rural poverty is the 
direct outcome.

 X Figure 4. Comparing sector shares in gross domestic product and employment, sub-Saharan Africa, 1997, 
2007 and 2017

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

%
 

  1997   2007   2017

Agriculture Industry Services

% of GDP % of 

employment

% of GDP % of 

employment

% of GDP % of 

employment

Source: Lowder, Skoet and Raney 2016.



 Is the future ready for youth?134

At the micro level, smallholders increasingly are 
squeezed out by competition from medium-sized 
and larger farmers who own a growing share of 
agricultural land but are much fewer in numbers 
(figure 3 and also as reported by Lowder et al. 2016; 
White 2012). The concentration of land in the hands 
of fewer farmers is a typical outcome, as observed 
in the United Republic of Tanzania by Mueller (2015). 
This means that agriculture is less and less able to 
create a direct livelihood for the majority of rural 
Africans,144 and the consistently decreasing share of 
employment in agriculture is a direct result of this. 

Agriculture, especially in its dominant smallholder 
form, is deeply associated with poverty. It thus 
appears entirely reasonable, but also disingenuous 
to lament, that youth may not be attracted to this 
particular “career path”. As Babbie (2016) reflected, 
“It is not that youth in [sub-Saharan Africa] are sim-
ply not interested in agriculture; it is that they are 
not interested in pursuing the agriculture of their 
parents” [emphasis in original]. The problem is that 
even their parents’ mode of agricultural produc-
tion – smallholder farming – is increasingly under 
pressure and uncompetitive, at least at the scale 
and extent that it is currently undertaken across 
most of rural Africa. At the same time, there are 
few “newer” agricultural paths readily available for 
the majority of rural youth due to their  constrained 
access to (sufficiently large) landholdings and capi-
tal. As Tadele and Gella (2012, 39) found in Ethiopia, 
“Although older farmers and officials were quick to 
lament that young people were too lazy and arro-
gant to acknowledge that agriculture can be a very 
lucrative livelihood, none wanted their children 
to follow in their footsteps.” Due to their strug-
gles, “even the successful young farmers […] who 
said they ‘thanked God’ for making them farmers 
instead of civil servants did not want their children 
to become farmers.”

Despite all this, the dominant policy recommen-
dations that arise from the youth-are-not-at-
tracted-to-agriculture myth is to promote 
pro-agricultural messages in schools and educa-
tional institutions and, as a major preoccupation 
of the majority of rural development efforts, to try 
to increase the incomes of farmers, particularly 
smallholders in various ways. Prominent academ-
ics and experts on rural youth employment, like 

144 This is true, even taking into account the demand for more agricultural wage workers by the larger farms (see urban myth 5), which is unlikely to offset the 
reduction in agricultural own-account and family employment due to the continuing “squeeze” on smallholder farms.

145 The need for such a process to happen is virtually uncontested among development economists, and goes back to as early as Sir Arthur Lewis (1954), 
with several having repeated it since (for example, Mueller and Chan 2015; Szirmai et al. 2013). It seems obvious that this process must go hand in hand 
with some extent of (at least domestic) migration (see urban myth 4). 

Losch (2016), Sumberg (2012) or White (2012), 
continue in some form or other to advocate for 
support to small-scale agriculture to address rural 
youth employment challenges. While this may be 
an understandable and valiant effort, completing 
such a development path is going to be an unre-
alistic uphill struggle due to African smallholder 
agriculture’s structural and close association with 
productive poverty. Based on careful and measured 
calculations, Gollin, Lagakos and Waugh (2013) esti-
mated that in developing countries, value added per 
worker is four times higher in the non-agriculture 
sectors than in agriculture and still twice as high 
when controlling for potential measurement errors. 
Looking at the share of employment in agriculture 
across Africa, they concluded that there may be a 
substantial misallocation of labour. 

Collier and Dercon (2014) summarized the argu-
ment to the point (emphasis added): “As a long-term 
poverty reduction strategy, it is then not self-evident 
that agriculture is the sector that most effectively will 
reduce poverty […]. One could argue that the most 
intuitive process of closing this [productivity] gap 
would be to encourage more (labour) resources into 
the high return activities, taking away from the low 
return resources, as a means of bringing down this 
gap. So we need growth that allows agriculture to start 
engaging in a process of releasing labour” (p. 97).145 
“Even from the point of view of poverty reduction,” 
they continued, “the mere fact that a focus on small-
holders is required because they are poor is not 
likely to be dynamically effective in reducing pov-
erty. Economic transformation will be required, and a 
narrow focus on smallholders may not be a cost-ef-
fective route for transforming these poor peasants 
into a non-poor population. Instead, recognizing 
that poverty reduction will involve creating opportuni-
ties to reduce the number of farmers, […] opens up a 
broader array of policy intervention options” (p. 99). 
In short, the important role of value addition and 
value chain development in creating job opportuni-
ties for rural youth cannot be understated.

The urban myth that agriculture is unattractive to 
African youth is, at best, incomplete and slightly 
condescending and, at worst, misleading and dis-
ingenuous. For decades and structural reasons, 
agriculture has been unable to provide an escape 
from poverty for the majority of rural Africans, 
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young and old. It should come as no surprise that 
younger generations are trying to escape this life 
of poverty. Even if they would favour an agricultural 
career, in many cases they may not be afforded any 
realistic, gainful employment opportunities in the 
sector, mainly due to a lack of access to land and 
capital as well as the lack of economies of scale in 
smallholder farming. (This discussion returns fur-
ther on to the question of what alternative policy 
options can improve employment outcomes for 
rural African youth in and outside of agriculture.) 

Urban myth 3:  
“Rural population in Africa is 
ageing rapidly” and “The average 
age of the African farmer is 60.”
Following on from the previous (and next) urban 
myth, its proponents tend to lament an alleged 
mass exodus of youth from rural areas in search 
of careers and fortunes in towns and cities. This 
directly leads to the argument that rural popula-
tions across Africa would be ageing rapidly (Schatz 
and Seeley 2015; Pillay and Maharaj 2012; National 
Research Council 2006; Kinsella 2001; du Guerny 
1997). Sources concerned with this (allegedly seri-
ous) problem, consistently cite the rural-to-urban 
migration of youth as one of the main contributors 
to such ageing of rural populations.

But beyond academic discourses on demographic 
trends, the argument of Africa’s ageing rural 
population has culminated in a, frankly, stunning 
statistic: that the average age of African farmers 
is 60. To this author’s knowledge, this figure was 
first claimed in a 2014 report by the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO) and has since been circulated and repeated 
widely. Supposedly due to its potential shock value 
as a headline figure, this statistic was repeated by 
a range of publications, blog posts and journal 
articles (for example: Nwanze 2018; Dahir 2017; 
Enkhtur 2016; Mis and Esipisu 2016; Vos 2014). All of 
these seem to trace back to the original FAO report.

It was even repeated in the specific context of Kenya 
by academics (Njeru 2017) and other international 
organizations (UNDP Kenya n.d.). Some publications 
escalated this figure and stated that the average 
age of a Kenyan farmer is 63 (Atieno 2016). An elu-

146 See ILOSTAT database, https://ilostat.ilo.org/.

sive AgriSA study (Sihlobo 2016; 2015) claimed that 
the average age of farmers in South Africa is 62. 
What links all these figures is that not in a single 
case has this author been able to trace the original 
study or data source. And the seemingly “original” 
report by the FAO does not provide any source. 

Statistically, these figures are extremely unlikely 
when viewed in combination with other demo-
graphic numbers. For example, life expectancy in 
Africa on average is 61 years for men (who accord-
ing to common patriarchy are the majority of farm 
owners), 62.7 years in South Africa and 66.7 years 
in Kenya. For this reason, the referred-to statistic 
is entirely implausible when we consider that 
60 per cent of the continent’s population is aged 
15–24 years (United Nations 2017) and that a total 
of 57.4 per cent of all employment lies in the agri-
culture sector.146 Given that African agriculture is 
dominated by own-account small-scale farming (as 
noted previously), it is impossible that the average 
age of the African farmer would be 60. 

And indeed, a different report that transparently 
bases its findings on agricultural census data 
concludes that only 26.8 per cent of agricultural 
holders in Africa were aged 55 or older (Heide-
Ottosen 2014). The report shows that, especially in 
comparison with Asia and Latin America, the age-
ing of rural populations is much less pronounced 
and dramatic in Africa than is often purported (as 
referenced previously). Over a span of 25 years, 
the share of persons younger than 10 years only 
decreased by 3.4 percentage points and was still 
much larger than in other regions. Conversely and 
over the same period, the proportion of persons 
older than 55 years only marginally increased, by 
0.5 percentage points (figure 5). By these standards, 
it appears unjustified to speak of a dramatic ageing 
of the rural population in Africa. 

The obvious alarmism behind the “African farmers 
are 60 years old” trope and general claims about 
the ageing of rural population has been instru-
mentalized to heighten the urgency of “attracting” 
youth back to rural areas and agriculture (see urban 
myth 2). Thus, the same policy conclusions tend to 
have evolved from it, and this third urban myth 
has been used to promote the agenda to reduce 
rural-to-urban migration (as well as, indirectly, 
structural transformation). Which leads directly to 
the next myth. 

https://ilostat.ilo.org/
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Urban myth 4:  
“Rural-to-urban migration  
of African youth is a major policy 
concern and must be reduced.”
One common theme that appears to combine and 
run across the first three urban myths is that they 
seem to be motivated in part by a general fear of 
rural-to-urban migration, which is said to result in 
“overflowing” urban spaces and the “draining” of 
rural spaces. Rural unemployment (and resulting 
poverty) has consistently and for a long time been 
tagged as the main reason for the rural-to-urban 
migration and urbanization, both of which are often 
portrayed as major challenges (for early examples 
of this narrative, see Byerlee 1974; Singer 1973). 
At a somewhat recent joint African and European 
meeting, hosted by FAO, agricultural ministers were 
told to “address African rural youth unemployment 
now or they will migrate” (IPS World Desk 2017, 
emphasis added). Similarly, an FAO press release 
stated that “[m]aking agriculture more attractive to 
young farmers and creating decent employment 
opportunities in rural areas could reverse migration 
of youth to urban centres and abroad” (FAO 2017, 
emphasis added). And a synthesis report by the 
World Bank and IFAD (2017) also singles out rural 
youth unemployment as the main cause for youth 
exiting the rural sphere. This appears to be a com-

mon trend and fear, which again could be exacer-
bated by urban perceptions regarding the influx of 
rural migrants and the resulting stress on urban 
infrastructure. 

Although youth have a greater likelihood of migrat-
ing to urban areas, the majority of young workers 
in sub-Saharan Africa still work in agriculture and 
rural areas, and the population of rural youth is 
expected to increase for some time (World Bank 
and IFAD 2017). Furthermore, the actual scale of 
the problem might be exaggerated, and the major-
ity of new jobs for youth continue to be created in 
rural areas (Yeboah and Jayne 2016). As Fox (2012) 
pointed out, “The first (pervasive) misconception is 
that Africa is urbanising exceptionally fast due to 
intensive rural-urban migration. This is simply not 
true. Africa’s rate of urbanisation (i.e. change in the 
percentage of Africans living in urban as opposed 
to rural areas) is far lower than that of East Asia, 
for example, and not unusually rapid by historical 
standards.” 

What is more, migration actively contributes to 
economic development, structural transformation 
and – above all – poverty reduction. It is closely 
linked with economic upward mobility. An inno-
vative tracking survey in the United Republic of 
Tanzania’s Kagera region that followed individu-
als between 1991 and 2004 found that economic 
mobility strongly correlated with spatial mobility 

 X Figure 5. Rural population ageing in Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, 1990–2016 (%)
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(Beegle, de Weerdt and Dercon 2011): (i) mobile 
respondents consistently were able to increase their 
consumption disproportionately, regardless of the 
sectors involved, but (ii) particularly those moving 
out of agriculture gained the most and (iii) those 
moving into agriculture were the only group that 
was worse off in 2004 than in 1991 (figure 6). 

In addition, the study found that the type of migra-
tion matters, and the further anyone moved, the 
greater were their chances to move out of poverty. 
People moving out of the Kagera Region had the 
lowest initial poverty headcount, at 30 per cent, 
in 1991 but also reduced it the most, to only 7 per 
cent in 2004. People who stayed in the same village 
reduced their poverty headcount by only 4 percent-
age points (from 36 per cent to 32 per cent) in the 
same period.

People who migrate in search of jobs, both inter-
nally and internationally, typically do so seeking 
a pathway out of poverty. Migration often entails 
considerable investment to cover the cost of trans-
port and living expenses during the job search.147 
Supporting poor household members to explore 

147 The quoted study (Beegle, De Weerdt and Dercon 2011) found that households who were already better off at the start of the survey were also more likely 
to profit from migration. However, even if this effect is controlled for the return of migration across the whole population, it still lies at approximately 36 
per cent.

employment options beyond their home village 
could have a big impact on poverty reduction. That 
said, although seeking better conditions than those 
obtainable in their region of origin, migrants often 
experience severe challenges of discrimination 
and exploitation in their destination areas. This 
in turn raises the need for targeted initiatives to 
protect them.

All this is not to say that urbanization, “slumifica-
tion”, overstretched urban infrastructure and a rise 
in urban poverty are not serious challenges across 
Africa. But as argued, they must be seen in a context 
of structural transformation and economic develop-
ment. It is not a given that rural-to-urban migration 
is the major cause or that rates of urbanization in 
Africa are disconcertingly high (by international and 
historical comparison). Instead, and as discussed 
further on, this migration should be recognized as 
an important element of development for a coun-
try, and rather than attempting to reduce it, focus 
on equipping towns and cities with the capacity to 
accommodate and productively employ their grow-
ing populations. 

 X Figure 6. Change of consumption expenditure between 1991 and 2004, Kagera Region, United Republic  
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Rather than oversubscribing to fears of rural-to-ur-
ban migration, a more pertinent concern would be 
the quality of rural jobs and employment opportuni-
ties and whether they can lift rural workers, farmers, 
business owners and their families out of poverty. 

Urban myth 5: “Rural African  
labour markets are ‘thin’,”  
and “There are few wage jobs.”
This directly leads to the fifth urban myth. It con-
cerns the labour market realities within rural econ-
omies and how these are commonly misconstrued. 
When it comes to understanding the livelihoods of 
the rural poor, whether young or old, “conventional 
wisdoms” and “stylized facts” have consistently fea-
tured strongly (Oya 2013a; 2010). Particularly with 
reference to sub-Saharan Africa, the most common 
is the conflation of rural poverty with small-scale 
farming (often mistakenly labelled as “subsistence” 
agriculture. Another misconception is the often-
held view that the (informal) non-farm economy 
mainly comprises self-employed workers, partic-
ularly micro-entrepreneurs, own-account workers 
and contributing family workers. As a result, it is 
often assumed that wage labour is only of limited 
importance for the rural poor and that rural labour 
markets are “thin” or even absent (Mueller 2012; 
Sender and Johnston 2004; Sender 2003).

This urban myth is common, as illustrated by a 
range of quotes (emphases added):

 X “Most of the world’s poorest people are subsistence 
farmers.” (Purvis 2014)

 X “There is almost no hiring or exchange of labour 
among resident farmers during the peak labour 
season.” (Binswanger, McIntire and Udry 1991, 
125) 

 X “The share of agricultural wage income is very 
low and its importance […] did not increase over 
time because of the thinness of agricultural wage 
labour market.” (Estudillo et al. 2012, 7) 

 X “The distinction between formal and informal 
income opportunities is based essentially on 
that between wage-earning and self-employment.” 
(Hart 1973, 68)148

 X “All typologies of the [informal] sector agree 
that the majority of workers in the sector are 
self-employed or family labour.” (Potts 2008, 155)

148 Keith Hart is commonly considered as the founder of the phrase “informal sector” and as pioneering the thinking in this area, specifically with regard to 
African economies.

 X “Peasant farming dominates the economies of 
Sub-Saharan Africa […]. Thus, self-employment ac-
counts for the major part of the labour market. […] 
The ‘informal’ sector is generally defined to also 
include some wage-workers […]. But the propor-
tion of such workers is typically small.” (Mazumdar 
and Mazaheri 2002, 3, at the opening of their 
book Wages and employment in Africa).

An increasing volume of published research, how-
ever, is challenging this notion of “thin” labour mar-
kets and the relative absence of wage employment 
in rural Africa. Studies across the continent (and 
beyond) are revealing that large shares of rural 
communities are heavily reliant on (often informal 
and casual) wage work (see Cramer et al. 2016; 
Mueller 2015; Oya and Pontara 2015; Oya 2013a; 
Cramer, Oya and Sender 2008). Here it is import-
ant to highlight that the majority of rural people 
do engage in a multitude of employment activities 
through what is commonly referred to as “livelihood 
diversification” (Ellis 2000; 1998). Consequently, sev-
eral authors and practitioners continue to hold the 
notion that the farming and self-employed activities 
are the more important livelihood elements. 

Methodological discussions have highlighted that 
because these own-account activities provide 
some sort of cultural and social identity, they are 
frequently over-reported in surveys while their real 
economic contribution to family income and live-
lihood might be smaller (Cramer et al. 2014; Oya 
2013a; 2004). For example, Tadele and Gella found 
that many of their survey respondents in Ethiopia 
“were only “farmers by name” in the sense that they 
had little or no land to actually farm on” (2012, 35). 
Similarly, Mueller (2011b) reported that the majority 
of respondents in a Tanzanian labour market survey 
initially claimed “I’m a farmer” when asked about 
their employment but, on further probing, many of 
them said they relied mostly on casual and seasonal 
wage incomes for economic reproduction due to 
the marginal scale of their farming operations. 

For these and a range of other methodological 
reasons, analysts argue that labour force surveys 
and other nationally representative surveys are 
largely ill-placed to disclose the full extent of wage 
employment, especially in rural areas (see Mueller 
and Chan 2015). More and more research reveal 
that it is in particular the poorest households who 
rely to a large extent on wage income. For example, 
Mueller (2012; 2011b) estimated, after finding that 
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around 60 per cent of survey participants engaged 
in casual wage work (kibarua in Swahili), that the 
poorest quintile of the population derived around 
65 per cent of their annual income from such work. 
This is even true in extremely deprived regions that 
are devoid of much commercial activity, as Mueller 
and Bbosa (2016) demonstrated for southern 
Karamoja in Uganda. This is a desperately poor 
area with nearly no commercial agriculture, but 
the authors nevertheless observed extensive wage 
work activities, especially among the youth and 
poor people.

Consequently, as a comprehensive stocktaking 
report on the topic concludes: “Rural wage labour, 
typically low-paid manual labour in agriculture and 
beyond, is the most important form of employment 
for the poorest households, both for bare economic 
survival and as a pathway out of poverty” (Mueller 
and Chan 2015, 2). In a joint report on rural youth 
employment, the World Bank and the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (2017, 9) argued: 
“The importance of agricultural wage employment 
is often underestimated. Wage employment is a key 
source of income for the poorest people in rural 
areas, as their assets, including land, are sometimes 
insufficient for their survival. Wage employment 
can also be a pathway to improved livelihoods. 
A recent synthesis of key features of agricultural 
wage employment, drawing on country case stud-
ies, indicates substantial underestimates of rural 
wage employment in official statistics; and shows 

agricultural wage employment to be significant, 
heterogeneous and diverse, and to be dominated 
by casual and informal jobs.” 

In summary, the notion of “thin labour markets” 
in rural Africa could not be further from the truth. 
It is young people who are particularly pursuing 
wage-labour activities in rural areas, both for sur-
vival and capital accumulation. They, however, tend 
to be the most vulnerable workers in rural settings, 
having to endure casual and insecure employment 
relations more regularly (figure 7 and Filmer and 
Fox 2014). Similarly, Mueller (2011b) found in the 
United Republic of Tanzania that 90 per cent of 
casual wage workers were aged 45 or younger (and 
60 per cent aged 35 or younger), whereas wage 
workers with formal contracts tended to be much 
older on average. 

So, unlike the common proposition that youth are 
best helped by supporting entrepreneurial and 
self-employment activities (see urban myth 6), 
there is a strong argument that strengthening 
their access to gainful, productive and freely cho-
sen wage employment would be more beneficial. 
It is especially the poorest youth who rely on this 
type of work, and strengthening their job oppor-
tunities without reliance on land, start-up capital, 
entrepreneurial skills and so on is much more likely 
to be a sustainable route towards poverty reduc-
tion. As argued in the next section, promoting 
wage employment, both on-farm and off-farm, is a 
direct way of supporting the processes of  structural 
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transformation and economic development in 
any economy.

Finally, this is not just an academic debate. 
Underlying labour relations and labour market real-
ities are not easily observable but have profound 
impact on the incentive structures and constraints 
that a person experiences. By merely looking at 
young Africans weeding in a field of maize, it is 
impossible to determine whether they are tilling 
their own land as unpaid family workers or are 
employed as casual or seasonal wage workers. Yet, 
their actual employment relationship would have 
major impact on the best support mechanism to 
help them escape poverty. The own-account farmer 
might be interested in typical agricultural support 
systems (access to land, extension services, irriga-
tion, seeds and fertilizer), while an unpaid family 
worker may have greater need for gender-respon-
sive interventions that afford greater economic 
independence and self-determination and the 
wage worker would be mainly interested in more 
secure, safer and better-paid work. Thus, the opti-
mal intervention to improve a beneficiary’s life pro-
foundly depends on the underlying employment 
situation (for a detailed discussion, see Mueller and 
Chan 2015). 

Alas, it appears as if the default mode for most 
rural development programmes and policies is to 
assume that the vast majority of rural workers are 
self-employed. A subscription to urban myth 6 is the 
typical outcome.

Urban myth 6:  
“Rural youth employment 
is best promoted by fostering 
self-employment  
and entrepreneurship.”
Among policymakers and development profession-
als, there appears to be a dominant assumption that 
the best way to help youth gain productive employ-
ment is to steer them towards entrepreneurial 
self-employment (including in agriculture, such as 
farmers). For example, Sumberg et al. (2014) found 
that agricultural programmes are dominated by 
aims to increase self-employment for youth (such 
as in Ghana’s National Youth Employment Program 
and Ethiopia’s Youth Development Programme). 
Similarly, Flynn et al. (2016) observed that entrepre-
neurship development is a common intervention 
that is widely promoted by development actors. 
This preoccupation with entrepreneurship and 

promotion of self-employment likely stems from 
two underlying assumptions. 

First and as discussed and debunked earlier (see 
urban myth 5), there is an erroneous presump-
tion that there are no or few wage employment 
opportunities in African economies, certainly in 
rural areas. Therefore, self-employment is seen as 
perhaps the only way to allow youth to “create their 
own jobs”, that is, to create demand for their own 
labour power. However, as Flynn et al. (2016, 26–27) 
eloquently argued, entrepreneurship interventions 
and promotion of youth business start-ups in fact 
are not demand-side interventions to create jobs 
for youth. They only seemingly tackle the demand 
side, but the actual demand-side constraints on 
their ability to sell their labour power remain and 
only resurface in other forms. “Contrary to what 
the term ‘self-employment’ may suggest, entre-
preneurship does not (in some mysterious way) 
enable young people to create their own demand 
for their labour. Instead, self-employment entails 
using a small enterprise as a vessel for supplying 
labour to the market, in which young people must 
nonetheless navigate the structural constraints of 
the market. Rather than seeking payments from 
employers (wages), they instead strive to sell their 
labour to the consuming public directly, in the 
form of goods and services. Yet under conditions 
of poverty, the consuming public has very limited 
purchasing power.”

As a result, while it may help to formally reduce 
unemployment (as a statistical category), the 
respective interventions are unlikely to create sus-
tainable and well-paid jobs or to have any transfor-
mational or structural effects on poverty reduction 
(Burchell et al. 2015; White 2012). 

Second, the focus on entrepreneurship appears to 
be built on the assumption that youth actually want 
to be self-employed entrepreneurs. “For instance, 
some discussions hold young people to be essen-
tially entrepreneurial, innovative, or needing more 
marketable skills, and deduce from this a need to 
support instrumentalist actions, such as providing 
skills training and access to finance” (Irwin, Mader 
and Flynn 2018, 1). Yet, the evidence is becoming 
increasingly clear that youth would in fact heavily 
prefer stable wage employment and only enter 
self-employment out of necessity (Fields 2013; 
White 2012). “‘Formal’ jobs are seen across many 
African societies as more prestigious than entre-
preneurship, in spite of (or perhaps because of) 
small-scale entrepreneurship’s prevalence” (Irwin, 
Mader and Flynn 2018, 16). 
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This is backed by quantitative evidence. The ILO 
school-to-work transition surveys show that, on 
the question of their preferred employer, only 
10–11 per cent of African youth answered that they 
would like to run their own business. These answers 
were highly consistent across sex and rural-ur-
ban locations. By contrast, around 54 per cent of 
respondents preferred to work for government or 
in the public sector. Strikingly, this figure rises to 
63 per cent for rural women, while a relatively low 
44.7 per cent of urban men would like to pursue 
such a path (figure 8).

Finally, as discussed further on, promoting self-em-
ployment may run counter to wider structural 
trends of development, which would usually move 
people into more and better wage employment as 
structural transformation unfolds in an economy. 
Promotion of self-employment through various 
forms may not be effective because it arguably sets 
up a large number of budding youth entrepreneurs 
for intense competition among each other, in con-
texts of already small domestic markets. Instead, 
it is regularly forgotten that “[g]rowth in produc-
tive-sector wage employment is a source of dyna-
mism in the labour market as a whole. When wage 
employment increases, the self-employed in both rural 
and urban areas also face less competition for assets 
and customers, and enjoy an increase in the demand 

for their products. The regions that have been most 
successful recently in increasing demand for labour 
and reducing the incidence of poverty are those 
where the share of productive-sector wage earners 
in total employment has been rising” (Bennell 2007, 
6, emphasis added). 

Reconciling the argument  
and deriving policy principles
The common misperceptions about the employ-
ment realities and structures of rural youth in 
Africa, as well as a range of policy conclusions that 
are commonly derived from these misperceptions, 
share a few underlying elements. These are coun-
tered by the following alternative arguments and 
policy recommendations.

The link between structural  
transformation and rural (youth) 
employment growth

The six urban myths are linked by a tendency to 
sideline structural elements of economic devel-
opment and to focus solutions on the individual. 
In keeping with methodological individualism as 

 X Figure 8. Who would you like to work for? Answers from youth across sub-Saharan Africa
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a central axiom of neoclassical economics,149 the 
problem is described from the position of the indi-
vidual (the jobseeker, farmer, entrepreneur, skilled 
or unskilled worker) rather than a structural prob-
lem of economic development. As White (2012, 11) 
aptly pointed out: “Structural problems require 
structural solutions, but in a neoliberal world, gov-
ernments are not inclined to spend money on these 
things. The young are then forced to improvise their 
own survival strategies, and this is reflected in cur-
rent policy shifts away from genuine ‘employment 
generation’ to an increasing emphasis on promo-
tion of ‘entrepreneurial’ skills […], thus a new kind of 
‘do-it-yourself’ employment strategy for the young.” 

The fundamental problem and challenge for rural 
communities across Africa is an insufficient demand 
for their labour power. While unemployment is 
mostly no option, the dominant results are infor-
mality, low productivity, underemployment, vulner-
able or precarious employment and generally harsh 
conditions of work, income and poverty. From this 
angle, it is clear that the most important interven-
tions for rural youth will be those that contribute 
to a “tightening” of the labour market by reducing 
the large gap between supply of and demand for 
their labour power. This will require increasing 
labour demand mainly by stimulating the number 
(and quality) of employment opportunities on offer 

149 For a separate critique, see Fine and Milonakis 2009.

across all skill levels, while reducing the “undesir-
able” labour supply, such as removing children, 
school-age youth and older or unwell workers who 
would prefer to retire if they could from the labour 
market through adequate support and social pro-
tection systems. 

This process is likely to rely fundamentally on the 
non-farm economy because, as structural transfor-
mation unfolds and labour productivity increases, 
the employment share of agriculture will inevitably 
drop. This trend is visible across all African econo-
mies. As Lanjouw (2007, 79) pointed out: “Growth 
of the non-farm sector, particularly the casual wage 
subsector, appears to be strongly associated with 
rising agricultural wages. The mechanism at work 
is likely to be a simple one of labour market tight-
ening as the non-farm sector siphons labour out of 
the agricultural sector.”

This lies at the core of the process of structural 
economic transformation, which is generally 
agreed as the defining characteristic of the process 
of economic development and, for the most part, 
poverty reduction (Timmer et al. 2012). This process 
has been unfolding, particularly in Asia over the 
past few decades, leading to some well-founded 
optimism. This optimism is primarily driven by the 
Chinese success story in which the share of the rural 

 X Figure 9. Non-agricultural and agricultural work, by per capita gross domestic product level

Source: Gindling and Newhouse 2012, 29.
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population has dropped from 80 per cent to 55 per 
cent within 20 years (Collier and Dercon 2014) 
while agricultural labour productivity has markedly 
increased (McErlean and Wu 2003). As a result, rural 
wages in Asia have increased sharply (Wiggins and 
Keats 2014). It appears that these trends are not 
isolated, and they reflect underlying structural 
labour market shifts. Going hand in hand, the 
evidence convincingly shows that, as development 
unfolds, increasingly more people rely on wage 
labour for their regular incomes and as a pathway 
out of poverty (Oya and Pontara 2015; Gindling and 
Newhouse 2012; Schaffner 1993) (figure 9).

Although the situation in the African context is still 
evolving, it is reasonable to expect highly positive 
spillover effects for its labour markets as Asian rural 
labour markets quickly mature (Wiggins and Keats 
2014). This has yet to kick off at a meaningful scale, 
and currently the importance of small-scale agricul-
ture and the low levels of productivity in rural Africa 
are undeniable. Several authors are concerned that 
Africa is “growing rapidly, but transforming slowly” 
(ACET 2013). 

Many economists continue to argue that this 
process can only be fulfilled in Africa through the 
promotion of smallholder agriculture, reminiscent 
of Southern Asia’s “green revolution” (Mellor 2014; 
Dorosh and Mellor 2013; Lipton 2012).Others 
maintain that, although agriculture is important, it 
needs to be accompanied by growth in large-scale 
labour-intensive enterprises, including in agricul-
ture and manufacturing (Collier and Dercon 2014; 
Foster and Rosenzweig 2004; Ashley and Maxwell 
2001). Although the debate will not be resolved in 
this discussion (for a recent attempt, see Snodgrass 
2014), there appears to be relative consensus on 
two points.

First, there is general agreement that agricultural 
growth and non-agricultural growth are concur-
rent events, without one preceding the other 
(Gollin 2010). Second, it is clear that the process 
of agricultural transformation, no matter how it is 
unfolding, will inevitably release redundant labour 
from (mostly small-scale) agriculture into urban and 
rural off-farm employment (Szirmai et al. 2013). 
This in turn will require an increase in employment 
beyond “traditional” forms of employment and 
thus increased attention towards and investment 
in higher-productivity labour-intensive sectors and 
subsectors. In the African context, there are signs 
that this process of transformation is unfolding 
and that it enables people to create pathways out 
of poverty. Consequently, a certain transition of 

workers from rural to urban areas seems unavoid-
able (assuming that not all farmers and agricultural 
workers can be absorbed in the rural non-farm 
economy). Of course, it is rural youth in particular 
who drive this trend in Africa.

That said, the importance of agriculture and agri-
cultural productivity, regardless of small or large 
scale, is undeniable for structural transformation 
and growth. “[As] agriculture intensifies and diver-
sifies and economies develop, well-functioning 
rural labour markets and migration are crucial in 
reducing rural poverty and dampening rural-urban 
income disparities” (World Bank 2007, 221).

This process is already in full flow, as many observ-
ers are realizing. Rigg (2006, 195) expressed this 
trend most succinctly: “No longer can we assume 
that small farmers are better off than landless 
labourers. […] No longer are agriculture and 
farming the desired, default position of rural 
households. […] And no longer should we assume 
that agricultural development is the best way to 
promote rural development, and rural develop-
ment the best means of raising rural incomes and 
improving livelihood.”

And as Inchauste (2012, 15) summarized: “More 
and better paid work is critical in lifting people out 
of poverty. More specifically, improving the returns 
to labour is critical in lifting people out of poverty. 
Whether additional labour income comes from 
greater diversification, higher earnings per hour, 
or a greater number of hours worked, jobs are at 
the core of what counts for poverty reduction.” 

Policy principles for more  
and better youth employment  
in rural Africa
How can we reshape policy approaches for rural 
youth that take into account their complex living 
and working realities and challenges while promot-
ing (rather than counteracting) the much-needed 
process of structural transformation? Here are four 
general policy principles. 

1. Reducing the disparity between labour sup-
ply and demand should be the main priority. In 
principle, initiatives to promote skills and education 
are always welcome and provide a valuable good, 
especially when aimed at school-age youth and oth-
ers towards the lower end of the youth age bracket. 
That said, in the context of rural African commu-
nities, there is no getting away from the fact that 
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labour supply vastly exceeds demand. To achieve 
labour market “tightening”, policy interventions 
should seek to stimulate demand for labour and 
suppress any unwanted supply of labour. In this 
regard, typical interventions to combat child labour 
and reduce school drop-out rates are helpful, not 
just for the educational outcomes they produce but 
for their tightening effect on the labour market. 
Interventions must therefore combine the supply 
and demand sides.

However, in the context of rural Africa, interventions 
that stimulate the local and aggregate demand 
for labour across all skill levels, but particularly 
for manual labour and elementary occupations 
(because these areas still constitute the mainstay of 
the rural labour supply), are often more important. 
This involves stimulating employment-intensive 
sectors and value chains, both on-farm and off-
farm, to absorb the maximum number of (paid) 
workers. In most contexts, traditional small-scale 
agriculture is unlikely to fall into this category; 
instead, promoting emerging commercial mid-
scale farmers and their ability to create more and 
better farmhand jobs would be more promising. 
Linked to this, economic policies that stimulate 
a range of rural off-farm sectors (not limited to 
agroprocessing) is necessary to absorb the grow-
ing number of farmers and farm workers who are 
likely to be released from the sector. As argued 
previously, this situation cannot be solved through 
entrepreneurship development and micro and 
small business support alone. Instead, it requires 
structural policy solutions that provide palpable 
incentives and support to employing enterprises 
to gain a foothold in nascent or underdeveloped 
sectors with large employment potential.

This principle is not specific to youth, because the 
rural labour market in sub-Saharan Africa suffers 
from the structural lack of labour demand as a 
whole and not just in its youth segment. That said, 
a particular focus on promoting youth-relevant 
sectors is certainly welcome. But at the same 
time, it is important to avoid urban assumptions 
of youth expectations, such as assuming a pref-
erence for highly tech-driven sectors that would 
require skill levels that may not be sufficiently 
available in most rural settings and thus would not 
benefit rural youth as much as hoped. Instead, a 
focus on well-paying, safe and – above all – stable 
jobs is likely to be a much more important factor. 
Prioritizing sectors that provide an evenly spread 
and predictable distribution of labour demand is 
likely to go a long way.

2. Promote structural transformation while 
managing and reducing its more disruptive 
effects through social dialogue. Structural trans-
formation is an integral part of the processes of 
economic development and poverty reduction. A 
core element of this structural transformation is the 
gradual transfer of labour from low-paying, unpro-
ductive occupations into gradually more productive 
and formal wage employment. The focus on wage 
employment should be emphasized and is not arbi-
trary because youth both prefer and aspire to stable 
wage employment rather than self-employment. 
And structurally, wage employment is more condu-
cive towards facilitating structural transformation 
by stimulating domestic purchasing power for con-
sumer goods as well as freeing market space and 
reducing the competition for viable businesses by 
reducing the extent of survivalist microenterprises. 

For these reasons, rural youth employment should 
be promoted through emphasis on those sectors 
and enterprises that can create productive waged 
and salaried jobs. It is clear that “traditional” sectors 
and forms of production, such as smallholder farm-
ing – which is commonplace in rural development 
initiatives, are counterproductive in this regard. It is 
critical to highlight that this argument is not discard-
ing the importance of agriculture, and investments 
in agricultural production are essential for economic 
transformations to occur. The emphasis lies in the 
types of agricultural businesses that are being sup-
ported; the focus should look to viable, competitive, 
emerging farms that operate at scale, which goes 
beyond a mere reliance on family labour. 

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge 
that this process of structural transformation is 
intensely disruptive in its nature, and it is particu-
larly the younger generations who can be caught in 
the midst of the changes (such as through reduced 
access to land), while perhaps holding the neces-
sary dynamism to adapt to and profit from chang-
ing opportunities. It is absolutely vital to combine 
structural transformation measures with policy 
solutions that limit their adverse effects and pro-
tect vulnerable groups who are not in a position to 
benefit. Furthermore, the transformation must not 
end in wage dumping and the increased exploita-
tion of workers; instead, it must manifest itself as 
a productive transformation that creates gainful 
employment and, ultimately, decent work. The role 
of strengthened workers’ and employers’ organi-
zations that can keep up with the times and work 
beyond the strict confines of the formal economy 
also will be essential. Purposive skills  development 
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with keen emphasis on new sectors and occupa-
tions as well as social protection systems for vulner-
able groups are equally important elements.

3. Explore and nurture the synergies and link-
ages between rural and urban labour markets. 
A significant share of the discourse of rural youth 
employment is preoccupied with the aim of reduc-
ing the rural-to-urban migration and making rural 
employment, and especially agriculture, more 
“attractive” to youth. Migration (especially domes-
tic) is an integral part of economic development, 
social upward mobility and poverty reduction. Any 
rural employment strategy cannot limit its scope 
only to rural localities but must also find ways to 
expand rural youths’ access to gainful and pro-
ductive employment opportunities in urban areas, 
especially tertiary and secondary towns. Ideally, 
these urban opportunities should establish sectoral 
linkages to the rural economy. 

Limiting youths’ geographical mobility from rural to 
urban areas should not be a major policy concern. 
Instead, if the limited absorptive capacity of towns 
and cities is a concern, then adequate policies and 
investments to strengthen urban infrastructure are 
certainly important. For this, an employment lens 
should be applied, and any infrastructure invest-
ments should be carried out with maximum (youth) 
employment intensity. This will further increase 
purchasing power and stimulate local economies 
for a virtuous cycle of general business and employ-
ment growth that will take the strain off rural labour 
markets. Enabling youth to benefit from these 
heightened market opportunities through greater 
market access and support in building and main-
taining sustainable and employing enterprises will 
further add value.

4. Promote innovative and localized forms of 
labour market institutions for more and better 
employment. Rural labour markets mostly rely on 
highly informal processes of matching and arbitra-
tion. National and formal labour market institutions 
and mechanisms are all but absent and ineffective 
in most of these contexts. As a result, patronage, 
nepotism, inefficient labour allocation, skills mis-

matching, incomplete market clearing and a lack 
of voice and representation of both workers and 
employers are common challenges. 

Rather than dwelling on technical and enter-
prise-support systems (such as agricultural exten-
sion services and microcredits), turn to the lacuna 
of innovative project and policy interventions that 
promote a better functioning of rural labour mar-
kets. Possible examples include village and district 
placement services for (informal) agricultural and 
non-agricultural rural wage workers. Improve 
rural youths’ knowledge of job opportunities, not 
just in their immediate locality but provide them 
with coordinated labour market information, 
especially on the times, seasons and locations of 
peak labour demand across all skill levels. Transport 
and job-search allowances would greatly facilitate 
their access to such opportunities. These could be 
coupled with specific support and promotional 
schemes for employers to promote their ability 
and willingness to create more and better jobs. 
This could, for instance, involve rating and incentive 
systems that reward good employment practices 
while at the same signalling employers’ good prac-
tices and thus opening up their access to a more 
productive and loyal workforce.

Research demonstrates that even in the context of 
highly informal and casual employment relations, 
improved freedom of association and collective 
bargaining rights can have great impact for better 
working conditions and higher labour productivity 
(see Mueller and Chan 2015, chapter 6). Thus, pro-
moting simple (and usually informal) forms of rural 
associations and unions that allow these highly 
informal workers to speak with one voice and fight 
for better conditions is likely to have big impact on 
their well-being and livelihood outlook. 

Concentrating on these four principles stands a 
much better chance of yielding sustainable impact 
for decent employment creation across the region 
than what policymakers and the international 
development community can currently claim to 
be achieving.
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