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Executive Summary  
Background 

This report seeks to contribute to solutions to the jobs challenge in Sierra Leone through a foundational 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƭŀōƻǊ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΦ Jobs are critical to poverty 

reduction and inclusive growth in Sierra Leone, where more than half the population is poor and most are 

dependent on labor earnings. Adding to the jobs challenge is the young and growing population and 

therefore the need for substantial job creation, coupled with low labor intensity in the mining sector, 

which has been driving recent growth. Beyond job creation, in a context where most workers are engaged 

in low productivity jobs, improving the quality of jobs is critical for poverty reduction. Given that Sierra 

Leone is a post-conflict country, jobs are also central to sustained stability. Yet, despite the importance of 

jobs for Sierra Leone, the design of policies and interventions to promote these opportunities has been 

constrained by a limited knowledge base. This report seeks to narrow these gaps by providing a picture 

of the jobs landscape based on the ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ first labor force survey since 1984. 

hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ {ƛŜǊǊŀ [ŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƭŀōƻǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ 

aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ working-age population is in the labor force, and women participate almost as 

much as men. hǾŜǊ ср ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ƛŜǊǊŀ [ŜƻƴŜΩǎ working-age population, which represents nearly 2 

million people, participates in the labor market. Of those people not working, the differences between 

men and women are small (65.7 percent participation among men; 64.7 percent participation among 

women). Young women are much 

more likely than young men to be 

in the labor market (39.4 percent 

versus 29.5 percent, using the 

definition of the International 

Labour Organization [ILO]), 

although this gap fades with age. 

Among those who do not 

participate in the labor market, 

the main reason is attendance at 

school or training programs. 

Overall, 54.1 percent of the 

inactive population was in school 

or in training. The second most 

frequent explanation (16.1 

percent) for not participating in the labor market is lack of financial or other resources for starting a new 

business. Taking care of their own household or family affects 9.8 percent of the nonparticipants, and the 

lack of skill requirements or experience was cited by 4.5 percent as their reason for not participating. 

Much more than men, women report that family responsibilities are the reason they do not participate. 

{ƛŜǊǊŀ [ŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƪŜȅ ƭŀōƻǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ, by gender 
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Unemployment is relatively low, but this masks significant variation across districts and subgroups. Of 

the working-age population, 62.2 percent were employed, and 2.8 percent were unemployed, as defined 

by the ILO.2 The most significant variation in employment rates was across age-groups, education levels, 

urban-rural status, and regions. The highest employment rates were found in rural areas and among the 

most (and least) well educated. Unemployment rates varied substantially across population subgroups. 

The highest rates were found among youth, men, migrants, urban residents, especially in the Western 

Area, and among those with at least an upper-secondary education. 

 Most workers are employed in relatively 

low productivity jobs in farm and nonfarm 

self-employment; fewer than 10 percent are 

in wage employment.3 The vast majority 

(59.2 percent) of employed individuals aged 

15ς64 work in agricultural self-employment. 

Another 31.3 percent work in nonagricultural 

self-employment, mostly in microenterprises 

as traders or shopkeepers. Unpaid workers 

add an additional 7 percent to total 

employment. After agriculture (61 percent of 

all jobs), the service sector is the second-

largest employer at a national scale (33 

percent), although there is significant 

regional variation. Personal networks are 

important for the labor market as the 

majority of the workforceτespecially those 

with lower educational attainmentτseek 

and obtain their jobs through family and friends. 

Capital is a key constraint to entry into the labor force. Over two-thirds of the 9 percent who are broadly 

unemployed were not actively seeking work.4 Over half (56 percent) of the broadly unemployed who were 

not searching for work lacked the capital or resources to start a business; ongoing schooling was the 

second most frequent explanation (11 percent). Lack of skills was cited by 10 percent, while only 8 percent 

were discouraged or thought no jobs were available, and less than 1 percent did not want to work. The 

lack of search effort varies across regions and subgroups. Fewer broadly unemployed women actively 

search relative to their male counterparts (25 percent vs. 38 percent). The highly educated tend to search 

more (70 percent) than those with no education (20 percent). 

                                                           
2 This refers to the share of unemployed (i.e., the total unemployed divided by the total working-age population), 
while the unemployment rate (4.3 percent) is calculated as the total unemployed divided by the total workforce 
(working-age population unemployed plus employed, excluding those who do not participate in the labor market). 
3 {ŜŜ άLƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ Ƨƻō ǘȅǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ Ƨƻō ǘȅǇŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘΦ 
4 Those who were not working but available for work is referred to as άbǊƻŀŘ ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘέ, to distinguish from 
the ILO definition of unemployment, which requires an individual to actively search to be considered unemployed. 

Types of jobs, by district  
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A significant proportion of employed workers would like to work more hours, and the share is higher in 

Freetown and among certain subgroups. Almost one-third of all workers would like to work more hours. 

The share is 47 percent in Freetown, compared with 32 percent in rural areas. Nearly one-third of part-

time workers are working less than they would like. Underemployment is highest among residents of 

Freetown, youth, men, and individuals with tertiary degrees. While wage workers have less control over 

their hours and are thus more often underemployed, the self-employed also work less than they desire, 

likely reflecting weak demand or other constraints to the expansion of business activities. 

There is significant inequality in earnings across subgroups, but inactivity contributes most to household 

income poverty. Earnings vary substantially across job types and, within job type, across gender and 

educational attainment. Jobs in mining, Freetown, and private sector wage employment provide the 

highest earnings. Gender gaps in earnings are stark: holding other characteristics constant, the results 

show that men earn nearly three times as much as women in wage employment, more than 2.5 times in 

nonfarm self-employment, and nearly double in agricultural self-employment. Among people in wage or 

agricultural self-employment, there are large earnings gaps between individuals with tertiary education 

and individuals with less education. However, employment is more closely associated with income 

poverty than skills, job type, sector of activity, or even earnings while employed. Inequality across 

household incomes is also high, while the coverage of programs to help the most vulnerable access job 

opportunities is limited. 

Skills 

Educational attainment and 

literacy rates among the 

working-age population are 

low, and there are large 

differences by gender and 

location. More than half the 

working-age population 

(56.7 percent) cannot read 

or write. A similar 

proportion have never 

attended school, and, 

among these, almost all are 

illiterate. Financial 

constraints are the main 

reason cited among those who have never attended school. Most (about 8 of 10 individuals) have 

attained, at most, primary education, while only a small fraction have completed higher education. There 

are large gender gaps in both the illiteracy rate and the proportion of people who have never attended 

school. Educational attainment and literacy rates among the working-age population largely mirror the 

urban-rural distribution. Individuals in Freetown are the most well educated and literate, followed by 

residents in other urban areas, and, lastly, residents in rural areas. Most individuals are educated at public 

institutions; a relatively small proportion pursue training or apprenticeships. 

Literacy rates, by gender and location 

 



10 
 

Higher skill levels are associated with higher earnings, but most of the variation is at the tails of the 

distribution. There is a large jump in earnings among people with some primary relative to those with no 

schooling, and, similarly, among for those with postsecondary education relative to those who have 

completed secondary education. However, in the middle of the education spectrum, the returns to 

education do not vary much. To see earnings gains from vocational training, participants must obtain 

certificates or diplomas; there is no significant boost to median earnings associated with serving 

apprenticeships. 

Farming and nonfarm household enterprises 

The majority of households and those employed within them are engaged in agricultural activities, and 

women constitute a larger share than men among these workers. Most households (72.8 percent) 

include at least one household member involved in agricultural activities, and about half of all households 

(49.6 percent) include at least one member engaged in a nonfarm household enterprise. A nonnegligible 

proportion of households and individuals diversify labor across farm and nonfarm self-employment (22.6 

percent and 26.1 percent of those in nonfarm work, respectively). In both farm and nonfarm self-

employment, women represent a larger share of the employed (53.5 percent and 63.8 percent, 

respectively). However, in terms of hours worked, men carry a larger burden of agricultural activities 

relative to women. 

Educational attainment is lower among people working in agricultural self-employment than among 

the overall population and the nonfarm self-employed. Most of the agricultural self-employed (80 

percent) never attended school, compared with 67.5 percent of the overall working-age population and 

59.9 percent of the nonfarm self-employed. The vast majority of household enterprise workers (85.6 

percent) work in enterprises that do not keep financial records for the business separate from the financial 

records for the household, indicating low financial literacy. 

Capitalτtypically sourced from family and 

friendsτis a key constraint on the quantity 

and quality of jobs among household 

enterprises. Nearly half (47 percent) of 

household enterprises report that they are 

unable to borrow the necessary capital for the 

business. The initial level of capital invested in 

household enterprises is positively related to 

enterprise size, revenues, and profits, 

indicating difficulties in obtaining capital may 

be limiting firm growth and productivity. 

Among those households able to borrow, start-up capital tends to be obtained from family and friends 

(40 percent); little capital is obtained from formal financial institutions (3 percent), pointing to incomplete 

credit markets. Credit constraints are also associated with more variable enterprise locations; variable 

locations are common (affecting 42.1 percent of household enterprises), but may further limit 

investments, for example, if assets cannot be properly secured. 

Source of capital (% of household enterprises) 
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Capital is also a key constraint to increased productivity in agricultural self-employment. Almost 40 

percent of agricultural workers live in households that face credit constraints, which are associated with 

less use of technology, inputs, extension services, and, ultimately, output, and profits. More than half of 

plots (63.9 percent) have no irrigation and do not use fertilizer (65.5 percent), and only 4.6 percent of 

agricultural workers belong to households that have access to extension services for farming activities. 

While more than half of plots (69.2 

percent) use purchased seeds, the 

data suggest that capital constraints 

may be preventing households from 

investing in more productive, 

costlier inputs that could, in the 

absence of these constraints, 

increase income. 

There are notable gender gaps in 

land and business ownership and in 

the resulting profits. Most 

agricultural plots (67.8 percent) are 

owned by men, and women 

typically own smaller plots (8.3 acres vs 11.1 acres). In terms of household enterprises, although most are 

microenterprises, men tend to own slightly larger enterprises relative to women and are more likely than 

women to hire labor. And, although women are concentrated in nonfarm self-employment activities, 

male-owned enterprises have median monthly profits that are almost double those of female-owned 

enterprises.  

Informality 

Informality is pervasive in Sierra Leone, and formal work is restricted to the few most highly educated 

workers. Over 35 percent of wage jobs and over 88 percent of nonagricultural self-employment are 

informal. The share of formal wage jobs is more than five times larger than the share of jobs in registered 

household enterprises involved in nonagricultural self-employment. Among wage workers, formal wage 

jobs are considered good jobs because these workers earn more, on average, than informal wage workers. 

The likelihood of working in a formal job, whether in wage employment or nonagricultural self-

employment, is greater among men than among women and increases with educational attainment. 

Wage jobs in agriculture are almost never formal. 

Youth 

Youthτwho represent the majority of the working-age populationτparticipate less in the labor market 

and fare worse in terms of employment and unemployment. Youth (the 15ς35 age-group) represent the 

largest share of the overall population (66 percent) and more than half the employed population (56 

percent). Relative to older people (36ς64 age-group), the share of youth both in the labor force and among 

the employed is much smaller, about a 30 percentage point difference relative to the older group. A 

significant portion of this difference arises because many youth are still in school and not simultaneously 

Capital constraints and access to agricultural inputs and services 
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working. The unemployment rate is also higher among youth than among older people (5.9 percent versus 

2.2 percent). The highest unemployment rate across subgroups occurs among young men (7.7 percent), 

particularly those who live in Freetown (14.0 percent). On the other hand, the differences in the type of 

job and the sector of employment are not large between youth and older people; most youth work in low 

productivity jobs.  

Youth have higher literacy and more educational attainment relative to previous generations, but, 

otherwise, seem to acquire skills in a similar way. Literacy rates and educational attainment are higher 

among youth than among older people in the working-age population. The skill composition among youth 

varies across districts and provinces, but the Western Area leads in terms of years of education. The 

proportion of youth engaging in vocational training and apprenticeships is similar to the proportion among 

the overall working-age population. There is a drop-off in average years of vocational training and 

apprenticeships among older age-groups of youth, implying a trend among younger cohorts to stay in 

school longer. However, the fact that average years of schooling fluctuates around age 24 may reflect the 

impact of the civil conflict on human capital accumulation among people of school age during the war. 

Gender gaps in educational attainment persist among youth, but are smaller than the corresponding 

gaps among older generations. Young women have an average of around 7 months less education than 

young men. Girls tend to leave school at slightly earlier ages than boys, and high rates of teenage 

pregnancy are likely reinforcing these gender gaps: among young women, 66.5 percent had their first child 

between the ages of 15 and 19. However, the necessity to start working also plays a role because young 

girls also begin working in almost equal proportion after they exit school. 
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Introduction 5 
In Sierra Leone, where more than half of the population is poor and dependent on earnings from labor 

income, jobs are critical for poverty reduction and inclusive growth. In 2011, 53 percent of the ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 

population of 5.9 million was living under the poverty line, and 14 percent were living under the food 

poverty line. Most workers, but especially the poorest, are engaged in low productivity jobs in agriculture 

or nonagricultural self-employment. In a context of limited social safety nets and social insurance 

coverage, jobs remain the primary 

source of income among the poor 

and are therefore crucial to 

poverty reduction.6 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ 

profile implies that substantial 

job creation will be needed in 

coming years. According to the 

most recent United Nations 

population estimates, almost half 

of the population is below age 15, 

and more than three-quarters are 

below age 35 (Figure 1). At current 

rates of population growth, this 

implies new jobs will have to be 

created for approximately 

100,000 labor market entrants per 

year.  

At the same time, the sectors contributing the most to recent growth are traditionally low in labor 

intensity, adding to the jobs challenge. Since the end of a 10-year-long civil war in 2002 and prior to the 

Ebola Virus Disease crisis, the economy consistently registered positive growth. The average annual per 

capita growth was 5.8 percent between 2003 and 2011. However, the mining sector, driven by iron ore 

exports, represented 98.2 percent of the growth in gross domestic product (GDP) in 2014, while 

agriculture, which accounted for most of the ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŀōƻǊΣ represented only 0.3 percent. 

Creating jobs and improving the quality of jobs are vital to poverty reduction. SƛŜǊǊŀ [ŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

Poverty Reduction Strategy PaperΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ƎŜƴŘŀ ŦƻǊ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ,έ identifies employment quality as a major 

driver of sustainable economic growth. However, robust economic growth since the country emerged 

from a decades-long civil war in 2002 has not translated into a corresponding increase in adequate, 

productive employment opportunities. Policy making around jobs should therefore consider not only the 

quantity, but also the quality of jobs. 

                                                           
5 The source of information in this section is the Sierra Leone Poverty Assessment (2013) unless otherwise indicated. 
6 World Bank, 2012, Sierra Leone Social Protection Assessment. 

Figure 1: Population Pyramid, 2015 Estimate 

 
Source: United Nations Population Division, World Population Prospects, 
2015. 
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In Sierra Leone, as a post-conflict country, jobs are also central to sustained stability.] Internationally, 

there is a growing recognition that jobs are central to restoring peace and stability after conflict. Recent 

World Development Reports have identified jobs as one of the most pressing issues in fragile and post-

conflict states. The 2011 report, on conflict, security, and development, identified jobs, alongside security 

and justice, as a central pillar for breaking the cycle of violence, restoring confidence in public institutions, 

and giving people a stake in society. Building on this, the 2013 report, on Jobs, finds that both because of 

their contributions to livelihoods and poverty reduction, but also for reasons of social cohesion, jobs can 

provide alternatives to violence, especially among youth. 

Yet, despite the importance of jobs, the design of policies and interventions to promote opportunities 

for employment in Sierra Leone has been constrained by a limited knowledge base. Previously, the main 

source of employment statistics was the 2004 and 2011 Sierra Leone Integrated Household Surveys, which 

contained limited information on the labor force. To help fill this important knowledge gap, Statistics 

Sierra Leone, with the support of the World Bank, the ILO, and the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 

Internationale Zusammenarbeit, designed and implemented the 2014 Sierra Leone Labor Force Survey 

(SLLFS). 

This report, relying on the first labor force survey in the country in almost 30 years, provides a picture 

of the jobs landscape in Sierra Leone. Data from the SLLFS, the first labor force survey in the country since 

1984, were collected between July and August 2014 and constitute a nationally representative sample.7 

The SLLFS covered 4,200 households, representing more than 20,000 individuals. It contains a wealth of 

information on labor market activities, including detailed data on household enterprises and agricultural 

activities, and provides a more complete view of productive activities in Sierra Leone than would be 

possible with only a traditional labor force survey approach. This report uses concepts defined by the ILO 

to ensure international comparability, with adjustments, as needed, to contextual specificities. It also 

broadly aligns with the analytical framework of the 2013 World Development Report on Jobs and the 

Africa regional flagship on youth employment. 

The report is divided into five sections. The first section provides an overview of the employment 

situation in Sierra Leone, ranging from labor force participation to the types of employment among the 

working-age population. The second section addresses issues related to skills (education, training, and 

apprenticeships). The third section discusses self-employment in agricultural activities and household 

enterprises, which are, respectively, the first- and second-largest sources of jobs in the economy. The 

fourth section considers informality in both wage employment and nonagricultural self-employment. The 

fifth section focuses on youth employment, using both the ILO definition (under age 25) and the definition 

generally used in the Africa region (15ς35). The final section summarizes the results and provides policy 

recommendations. 

  

                                                           
7 The response rate was 99.7 percent, resulting in a final total of 4,189 households, corresponding to 20,378 
individuals. As is the common practice with survey data, the data are then weighted to represent the entire 
population of the country. 
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1 Overview  
This section presents a description of the overall labor market in Sierra Leone. It is comprised of three 

parts: a characterization of the labor market as a whole, an analysis of the employed based on the 

characteristics of their main employment at the time of the survey, and an analysis of the unemployed. 

Employment is decomposed into three broad types: agricultural self-employment, nonagricultural self-

employment, and wage employment. Self-employment can include employers or workers in household 

enterprises who share in profits. Salaried individuals in household enterprises are considered wage 

workers. Each of these job types is further decomposed by educational attainment, gender, disability 

status, migrant or nonmigrant status, and location in rural or urban areas and in government 

administrative area.8 Table 1 presents the headline statistics that underlie the discussion.9 The 

employment section discusses the relevant shares of people and their earnings. 

                                                           
8 Disability status is self-declared and includes the following situations: limited use of legs, loss of leg(s), limited use 
of arms, loss of arm(s), problems with back or spine, hearing difficulty, deaf (no hearing), sight difficulty, blind, 
speech impairment, mute (nonspeaking), mental retardation, mental illness, and other. Migrants are defined as 
individuals residing in districts that are not the districts in which they were born. 
9 An important caveat affecting this report is that the sample has been designed to be representative of district 
populations, but not along any particular decomposition of the workforce. This implies that the statistics presented 
here are subject to more sampling error when considering subpopulations on which there are few observations (for 
example, the disabled or individuals with higher-education degrees); thus, the interpretation of the results should 
not be generalized to the population as a whole. 
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Table 1: Key Aggregate Labor Market Statistics 

 
Note: The column Employed corresponds to the total employed, divided by the working-age population; the column Unemployed (ILO) 

corresponds to the unemployed (according to the ILO definition), divided by the working-age population, but the column Unemployment Rate 

(ILO) corresponds to the unemployed (ILO), divided by the workforce (ILO). Hence, Employed + Unemployed (ILO) = Labor force participation 

(ILO). Because of missing information, some individuals could not be assigned to a subpopulation (for example, migrants). In these cases, the sum 

of the subpopulations is less than the overall population, and the statistics for these subpopulations refer to individuals who report the 

information; individuals on whom data are missing are excluded from the calculations. 

1.1 The Overall Labor Market  
In a working-age population of slightly more than 3 million people, 62.2 percent are employed.10 

According to the ILO definition of employment, this includes everyone who worked in the production of 

goods or services for pay or profit at least an hour during the calendar week preceding the interview. It 

also includes individuals temporarily absent from work because of health issues, vacation, or maternity or 

paternity leave; individuals who are away from work for less than a month or from one to three months; 

and individuals still receiving pay, while not working. Individuals who worked producing goods or services 

exclusively for household consumption are not considered employed in the ILO definition, nor are 

individuals who do not work for pay or profit. If any part of a ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǎƻƭŘΣ work in 

agriculture is considered employment under the ILO definition. 

Over 9 percent of the working-age population was not employed and was available for work, but only 

one-third of these were actively looking for work. This implies that 2.8 percent of the working-age 

population was unemployed under the ILO definition (unemployed, available, and looking); the remainder 

of those not employed, though available, were in broad unemployment (unemployed, available, but not 

looking). Not all people who are not working are available for work: some are in school; others may be at 

                                                           
10 The working-age population is defined as individuals between 15-64 years of age. 

Employed
Unemployed 

(ILO)

Unemployed 

(Broad)

Working Age 

Population

Workforce (ILO 

Definition)

Labor Force 

Participation (ILO)

Unemployment 

Rate (ILO)

Overall 62.2% 2.8% 9.1% 3,009,472 1,956,912 65.0% 4.3%

Youth (AFR) 52.4% 3.3% 10.1% 1,988,575 1,108,067 55.7% 5.9%

Men 62.4% 3.3% 8.4% 1,367,915 898,394 65.7% 5.0%

Women 62.1% 2.4% 9.7% 1,641,557 1,058,518 64.5% 3.7%

Disabled 63.1% 0.9% 2.7% 82,172 52,573 64.0% 1.4%

Not Disabled 62.2% 2.8% 9.3% 2,927,299 1,904,339 65.1% 4.4%

Migrant 61.2% 3.6% 8.5% 459,684 297,785 64.8% 5.6%

Not Migrant 62.5% 2.7% 9.2% 2,537,514 1,653,187 65.1% 4.1%

Never Went to School 76.1% 2.1% 9.1% 1,660,372 1,297,325 78.1% 2.6%

Incomplete Primary 50.1% 3.4% 10.6% 227,620 121,889 53.5% 6.4%

Completed Primary 41.5% 2.8% 7.4% 421,769 186,606 44.2% 6.3%

Completed Lower Secondary 42.2% 2.9% 7.2% 382,090 172,534 45.2% 6.5%

Completed Upper Secondary 43.7% 5.1% 11.9% 250,002 121,885 48.8% 10.5%

Tech Degrees + Certificates 74.2% 9.8% 15.5% 50,167 42,146 84.0% 11.7%

Tertiary Degree 75.1% 8.2% 11.6% 17,451 14,527 83.2% 9.8%

Urban Freetown 47.9% 6.0% 12.0% 344,326 185,711 53.9% 11.1%

Other Urban 50.4% 3.6% 7.9% 514,825 278,381 54.1% 6.7%

Rural 67.3% 2.1% 8.9% 2,150,320 1,492,820 69.4% 3.0%

Eastern 63.8% 2.0% 7.3% 685,102 451,230 65.9% 3.1%

Northern 69.5% 2.8% 8.9% 1,154,417 834,965 72.3% 3.9%

Southern 56.7% 1.9% 9.5% 788,008 462,119 58.6% 3.2%

Western Area 48.8% 5.8% 12.1% 381,944 208,599 54.6% 10.7%
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home fulfilling responsibilities such as child or elderly care; and still others may be disabled and unable to 

participate in the labor market. Among people without jobs who are available to work, there may be many 

reasons why they are not looking for work (see subsection 1.3). 

Combining the employed and the unemployed results in a labor force participation rate of 65.0 percent 

and 71.3 percent, based on the ILO definition or the broader definition of unemployment, 

respectively.11 The remaining people are out of the labor force, implying an inactivity rate of 35.0 percent 

under the ILO definition and 28.7 under the broader definition. Of the working-age population, 6.4 

percent are not working and are available for work, though they are not actively searching. 

Labor force participation varies widely by educational attainment, but much less across population 

subgroups defined otherwise than by education. Over 80.0 percent of the most well educated participate 

in the labor market, whereas the share is only 44.2 percent among those who have only completed 

primary school. By contrast, the difference in participation rates between men and women is small (only 

1.2 percentage points lower among women), as are the differences by disability status (the participation 

rate is 1.1 percentage points lower among the disabled than among the nondisabled) and migration status 

(the participation rate is 0.5 percentage points lower among migrants than among nonmigrants). 

Labor force participation increases rapidly with age (Figure 2). Labor force participation is 55.7 percent 

among youth (15ς35 age-group) and 34.8 percent among youth defined according to the ILO definition 

(15ς24 age-group); the rest are out of the labor force, and many are still in school (see subsection 5.3). 

Labor force participation averages 85.1 percent among prime-age workers (36ς55 age-group), but is only 

75.3 percent among the elderly of working age (55ς64 age-group). 

Figure 2: Labor Force Participation Rates (ILO), by Age 

 

 

                                                           
11 The labor force is defined as the sum of those people who are employed and those who are unemployed. 
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Labor force participation varies across geographical areas and is lower in urban areas (Figure 3). The 

participation rate is 53.9 percent in urban Freetown and 54.1 percent in other urban areas, compared 

with the considerably higher rate of 69.4 percent in rural areas. The participation rate in Northern 

Province is the highest: 72.3 percent of the working-age population is either employed or unemployed 

(ILO), while Southern Province and the Western Area have the lowest participation rates and consequently 

the highest inactivity rates (41.4 and 45.4 percent are inactive, respectively). Eastern Province is in the 

middle: the participation rate is 65.9 percent. Inactivity rates across districts run as high as 46.7 percent, 

in Bo, and as low as 20.6 percent, in Tonkolili. The Western Area Urban District has a relatively low 

participation rate, 53.8 percent, but other relatively urbanized districts such as Kenema (26.8 percent 

urban) show higher participation rates (66.4 percent). 

Figure 3: Labor Force Participation Rates (ILO), by District 

 

Statistical analysis of the determinants of the labor market highlights these results, as well as several 

additional factors (see appendix B). For example, men, individuals with postsecondary degrees, younger 

workers, and urban residents (including urban Freetown) are significantly more likely to be unemployed 

than, respectively, women, the less well educated, older workers, and rural residents. Women are 

significantly more likely to be out of the labor force, as are the disabled, people with upper-secondary 

degrees (and, to a lesser extent, people with lower-secondary degrees), younger people, and urban 

residents. 

The main reason for inactivity is attendance at school or in training programs, especially among urban 

residents and men (Figure 4). Taking care of the home or family affects women much more than men, 

reflecting important gender differences in the division of household chores. The lack of financial resources 

to start a new business is a more powerful reason among nonmigrants than among migrants (17.4 percent 

versus 9.1 percent) and among rural residents than among urban dwellers (45.4 percent versus 69 

percent). 
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Figure 4: Reasons for Inactivity, by Characteristics of Individuals12 

 

Over two-thirds of the inactive in the Western Area report the main reason they are not participating 

in the labor market is that they are in school or undergoing training (Figure 5). The reason given for not 

participating in the labor market by people who have some education, but who have not reached higher 

levels of education (technical degrees, certificates, or tertiary degrees), mostly revolves around 

attendance at school or in training programs.13 Lacking financial or other resources to start a new business 

and taking care of the home or family are cited disproportionately by people who have never attended 

school relative to people with some educational attainment. 

Figure 5: Reasons for Inactivity, by Province and Educational Attainment 

 

                                                           
12 άhǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎέ ƛƴ Figure 4 and Figure 5 include waiting for replies to inquiries, does not want to work, disabled, 
discouraged, off-season, pregnant, transportation problems, waiting to start new job or business, and so on. 
13 The results on people with technical degrees and certificates, and tertiary degrees should be treated with caution, 
as they are calculated based on 70 and 19 observations, respectively. 










































































































































































