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The world’s population is getting older due to increasing life expectancy and declining fertility 
and mortality rates as a result of improvements in health, technology and overall socio-economic 
conditions.

The 2015 Population and Housing Census  estimates Sierra Leone’s population to be 7,092,113, of 
which 49.2 per cent are males and 50.8 per cent females. Sierra Leone has a young population. 
About 53 per cent of the total population is within the age bracket of 0–19 years. However, about 
3.5 per cent (246,284) of the total population is aged 65 and over, of which 47.4 per cent and 
52.6 per cent are males and females respectively. The overall sex ratio for the elderly population 
in 2015 shows that for every 100 females there are 90 males, i.e., there are more females than 
males in this category of the population. The distribution of the elderly population by 5-year age 
group shows that about 73 per cent of the elderly population is below age 80. Looking at this same 
population by sex shows that about 74.2 per cent and 71.0 per cent are below age 80 for males 
and females respectively. About 72.8 per cent and 27.2 per cent of the elderly population live in 
rural and urban areas respectively. 

Approximately 8 out of every 10 of the elderly 
population (82.1 per cent) did not have any 
form of education. Of those who did not 
attend school, 60 per cent are females and 40 
per cent males. Out of the 17.7 per cent of the 
elderly who attended school, about 70.6 per 
cent are males and 29.4 per cent are females.  
About 29,000 (65.9 per cent) of those who 
attended school did not go past the secondary 
level of education. At the national level, of the 
population aged 10 and above, 51.4 per cent 
are literate compared to the elderly population 
of which about 55,085 (22.4 per cent) are 
literate.  

Most of the elderly population is poor and not 
educated and the majority of them are engaged 
in subsistence agriculture and petty trading, 
for which there is no specified retirement age. 
The economic activity status of the elderly is 
fairly high as almost 6 out of every 10 persons 
are economically active. Elderly males are 
economically more active than their female 
counterparts. Economic activity by place of 
residence reveals that of the elderly people 
living in rural settings, about two thirds are 
economically active compared with 43.1 per 
cent of their urban counterparts.  

Over 246 000 persons 
are aged 65 and over.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

82.1% of elderly population
have any form of education

73% of the elderly 
population is below age 80
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The majority of the economically active are 
engaged in subsistence farming (over 70 per 
cent), which is predominant in rural settings, 
hence the reason for the high economic activity 
rate in those areas. 

The elderly population contributes about 6.4 per 
cent to the national labour force. Of this, 57.5 per 
cent and 42.5 per cent are males and females 
respectively. 

The employment status of the elderly reveals 
that about 49.4 per cent are self-employed with 
no employee followed by 17.9 per cent who are 
not working and not looking for job. In addition, 
about 9.5 per cent are doing household work 
while 7.1 per cent are retired or pensioners. About 
70 per cent of the rural males are self-employed 
without employees. About 17.9 per cent of the 
elderly are not working and not looking for work. 
About two out of every five (40 per cent) of 
elderly persons are economically inactive. 
However, the main reason given by the elderly 
for being economically inactive is that they are 
not working and not looking for work (45.4 per 
cent). About one in every four elderly persons 
(24.1 per cent) reported household work as 
the second key reason for being economically 
inactive.

About 57.4 per cent of the elderly are married, 
of which 14.4 per cent and 43.0 per cent are 
in monogamous and polygamous unions 
respectively. Separation is uncommon; only 
about 4.7 per cent are separated or divorced. 
About 79.3 per cent of the elderly population 
practice Islam as a religion while about 20 per 
cent reported to be Christians. Three out of every 
five (60 per cent) elderly persons are heads of 
their households. A little over 6 out of every 10 of 
the households in which an elderly lives have six 
or more people. About 3 per cent of the elderly 
population lives alone. 
Most of the elderly are considered to be poor 
based on their socio-economic characteristics. 
For instance, about nine out of every 10 (93.2 
per cent) elderly persons live in separate houses, 
semi-detached houses, flats/apartments and 
compound houses. About four out of every five 
elderly persons use batteries or rechargeable 
lights to light their dwellings. About 0.7 per cent 
use generators to light their dwellings, which is 
used mostly by the rich. Electricity is a major 

problem for homes of almost all the elderly; 
only about 0.3 per cent of them use it. The most 
common toilet facility accessible to households 
where the elderly live is the communal pit (51.6 
per cent), the private pit (21.6 per cent) and 
the outdoors (bushes or the river bed) (14.9 per 
cent).

The very old cohorts of the elderly population 
are predominantly females and they constitute a 
higher proportion of the widowed that will need 
some special assistance.  The high proportion 
of widowed females to males among the elderly 
suggests a higher remarriage rate among the 
males after they lose their spouses or partners. 
There are policy implications for the sex 
distribution of the elderly by residential status. 
As we have more females than males among 
the elderly population, and they are living in 
rural areas more than urban areas, policies and 
programmes that cater for the rural poor should 
be advanced. 

Since the elderly are faced with declining health 
conditions, poor housing, high illiteracy and 
challenging financial situations. Moreover, their 
problems will increase if current trends continue 
in a modernizing Sierra Leone. 

Increasing urbanization and the emergence 
of the nuclear family system coupled with the 
fading away of the extended family system 
imply that the traditional support system may 
no longer be available to sustain livelihoods 
in old age. Therefore it is incumbent upon the 
Government and other stakeholders need to pay 
more attention to understanding the dynamics 
and needs of the elderly and address the socio-
demographic, economic, cultural and living 
conditions. The proposed National Social Health 
Insurance Scheme that provides free coverage 
for the elderly is a step in the right direction. 
There also needs to be  one ministry coordinating 
the affairs of the elderly population rather than 
it being distributed among many as is currently 
the case.
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1.1 Background

The history of the Population and Housing Census 
(PHC) in Sierra Leone dates as far back to 1963 
when the first official post-independent census 
was conducted. Sierra Leone has successfully 
conducted five such population censuses, in  
1963, 1974, 1985, 2004 and 2015. Statistics 
Sierra Leone (SSL) coordinates, collects, compiles 
and analyses the data for planning purposes of 
the government, development partners and 
researchers. 

The 2015 PHC was conducted primarily to serve 
as a tool to strengthen the democratic process 
by providing data that the National Electoral 
Commission could use to demarcate boundaries 
and record eligible voters for each ward and 
constituency (SSL 2016). In addition, the census 
data can be used to generate socio-economic data 
and indicators, which can be used for planning 
purposes. The 2015 PHC process involved three 
main phases: preparatory, enumeration and 
post–enumeration. The census reference night 
was midnight of 4 December 2015 and the 
enumeration was done on a de facto basis. 

Sierra Leone’s blueprint for socio-economic 
development is the Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper (PRSP) as enshrined in the Agenda for 
Change and Agenda for Prosperity documents. 
The measurement of socio-economic 
development and the drive towards a middle-
income status as presented in the Agenda for 
Prosperity calls for the availability of quality 
statistical data (demographic and socio-
economic) to inform planners and policy makers 
at all levels of decision-making. One such area of 
decision-making is the elderly population, which 
this report analyses. 

The world’s population is ageing: Virtually every 
country in the world is experiencing growth in 
the number and proportion of older persons in 
their population (UN 2015). As of 2015, the 8.5 
per cent (617 million) of the world’s population 
that is aged 65 years and over is projected to 
double to nearly 17 per cent (1.6 billion) by 2050 
(He, Goodkind and Kowal  2016).  

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The pace of ageing has not been uniform. As of 
2015, one sixth of the world’s population lived 
in the developed world, but more than a third of 
the world’s population aged 65 years and over 
are in developed countries (He, Goodkind and 
Kowal  2016). However, it is projected that in 
2050 less than one fifth of the world’s population 
aged 65 years and over will live in developed 
countries.  In Africa, for instance, it is projected 
that by 2050 the continent will still have a 
young population with the older population 
representing about 150.5 million. The potential 
support ratio (persons aged 15–64 per person 
aged 65 and over) is projected to decline from 
7.0 in 2015 to 4.9 in 2030. By 2050, apart from 
developing countries, the potential support ratio 
will be less than 3.2 for developed and middle-
income countries. 

The 2015 PHC estimates Sierra Leone’s population 
to be at 7,092,113 of which 49.2 per cent are 
males and 50.8 per cent females. However, of 
this population, 3.5 per cent (246,284) are aged 
65 years and over, of which 47.4 per cent and 
52.6 per cent are males and females respectively. 
The potential support ratios have also been 
declining, though at a slow pace of 18 per cent, 
17.7 per cent and 17.5 per cent respectively for 
2005, 2010 and 2015 (UN 2017). 

This lends credence to the argument that 
population ageing should be dealt with as a 
global concern, particularly for developing 
countries. 

1.2 Rationale and objectives

The world’s population is getting older due to 
increasing life expectancy and declining fertility 
and mortality due to improvements in health, 
technology and socio-economic conditions. 
In developing countries, however, the ageing 
process evolved at a faster rate and within 
poorer socio-economic conditions (Pearce et al., 
2007). The rapid transformation of the traditional 
extended family as societies modernize has also 
contributed to the challenges facing the elderly 
population (Kinsella and Ferreira 1997). 
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Population ageing will continue to become one of 
the global social transformations of the twenty-
first century. This will have diverse ramifications 
on all sectors of society, including labour and 
financial markets, health issues, demand for 
goods and services including transportation, 
housing and social protection, as well as family and 
intergenerational relationships. As populations 
continue to age beyond 2015, governments are 
expected to design policies specifically targeting 
the needs of older persons. Therefore, the study 
of the number, the demographic characteristics 
and the socio–economic status of the elderly 
is essential in helping policy makers define, 
formulate and evaluate goals and programmes in 
addition to raising public awareness and support 
for policy changes.  

Given that the number of older persons in Sierra 
Leone represents a relatively small share of the 
total population in Sierra Leone, targeted analyses 
based on survey data tend to be hampered by 
small samples (NISR 2012). Therefore, census 
data are very useful as they allow for in-depth 
study and analysis of the elderly population at 
various strata of geographic disaggregation and 
covering various topical issues like the socio-
economic activities of elderly people, their 
participation in decision-making at all levels, 
their education and characteristics of households 
headed by the elderly. 

The objectives of the thematic analysis of the 
elderly population are as follows:

• Profile the demographic and socio-
economic status of elderly persons in 
Sierra Leone;

• Study the living dynamics of elderly 
persons in Sierra Leone;

• Measure the demographic weight 
and spatial distribution of the elderly 
population;

• Provide a demographic and socio-
economic profile of the elderly population 
and compare their characteristics with the 
younger population; 

• Describe the characteristics of households 
headed by the elderly.

1.3 Organization of the report
 
This thematic report is divided into eight chapters. 
The introductory chapter presents a detailed 
background to ageing population globally and its 
drivers. Chapter two highlights the methodology 
and evaluates the census data used for the report. 
Chapter three examines the size, distribution and 
structure of the elderly population. Chapters 4, 
5 and 6 analyse the socio-demographic, socio-
economic and sociocultural characteristics of 
the elderly population respectively. Chapter 7 
examines the living arrangements and dwellings 
of the elderly population while Chapter 8 presents 
conclusions and policy recommendations. 
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2.1 Source of data and description 
of variables
This monograph is based on data collected in the 
2015 PHC of Sierra Leone and other international 
studies. The 2015 census asked all persons their 
age and date of birth to aid the accurate reporting 
of age. Data from the 1985 and 2004 censuses 
were used in some cases to analyse the levels 
and trends of the elderly population in Sierra 
Leone. This monograph provides a descriptive 
analysis of the distribution and characteristics 
of the elderly population by socio-demographic, 
socio-economic and sociocultural characteristics 
of the elderly, and their living arrangements.  

Definitions of the older population and other age 
cohorts vary across the world due to differences 
in age distribution. For the purpose of this 
monograph, however, ‘older population’  refers 
to those aged 65 years and over. 1 

An increase in the number of people aged 65 
years and above raises concerns for policy 
makers and governments alike. Reliable statistics 
will help in making accurate and effective plans 
for this segment of the population. The 2015 PHC 
produced reliable and comprehensive quality 
data needed for both national and international 
planning purposes and allows for disaggregation 
to the lowest level.  Reliable statistics on the 
elderly population, in addition to information on 
their socio-economic status and their access to 
services, are important in examining the financial 
burden and health conditions of the growing 
number of elderly persons in Sierra Leone. 

2.2 Definition of concepts and 
indicators

The concepts defined here cover all sections of 
the 2015 PHC questionnaires. The sections were 
on the geographical location of the population, 
household and non-household population, age 
and sex distribution of the population, literacy 
and education, demographic and economic 
characteristics of the population and migration 
issues. 

CHAPTER 2: DATA AND DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS 
AND INDICATORS

Locality: A settlement or population cluster with 
a name or locally recognized status. A locality 
may be a city, town, village, mining camp, farm 
hut, fishing hamlet, etc., which meets the criteria 
of a name or a locally recognized status.  The 
census classified localities into ‘rural’ or ‘urban’. 
The criterion in the classification of localities was 
purely by population size. A locality is considered 
as rural if the population is less than 2,000, 
while those with populations above 2,000 are 
classified as ‘urban’ localities. 

Household: A person or a group of persons living 
together in the same house or compound and 
sharing the same hous-keeping  arrangements, 
with one of them recognized as head of the 
household. In Sierra Leone, the average 
household size is six. A household consists of 
a man or woman, his/her spouse, children, any 
other extended family members or relatives, and 
a house help who may be living with them. Note, 
however, that members of a household are not 
necessarily related (by blood or marriage).

Head of household: A male or female member 
of a household recognized as such by the other 
household members. The head of the household 
is generally the person who has the economic 
and social responsibility for the household. All 
relationships in the household are defined with 
reference to the head. 

Sex ratio: The number of males to females 
within a given population. It is usually expressed 
as the number of males to every 100 females. 

Economically active person: Person in the 
age group 15–64 years who has worked for 
pay or profit or family gain for at least one hour 
within the 12 months prior to the census night 
of 4 December, 2015, or is available and looking 
for work.

‘ Elderly’ and ‘old age’ populations will be 
used interchangeably to mean the same 
thing  – persons aged 65 years and over. 
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Non-economically active person: Person in the 
age group 15–64 years who did not work for pay or 
profit or family gain and was not seeking for work 
or available for work during the last 12 months 
preceding the census night.

Occupation: The type of work the person was 
engaged in at the establishment where he/she 
worked 12 months preceding the census.

Literacy: A person’s ability to read, write and 
understand in any language(s). 

Dwelling unit: A room or group of rooms intended 
as a place of residence for a household. It could be 
a single room, an apartment or a group of rooms 
in a house.

Disability: An impairment that can be physical, 
cognitive, sensory, developmental or some 
combination of these that results in the restriction 
of an individual’s ability to participate in everyday 
life. 

Indicators 2:  Some indicators are used in this 
study are defined below.

Ageing index: Number of persons 65 years and 
older per hundred persons under age 15 years
Total dependency ratio: The number of persons 
within 0–14 years, and 65 years and older, per 100 
persons aged 15–64 years.

Old age dependency ratio: Number of persons 
65 years and older per 100 persons aged 15–64 
years.

Parental support ratio: Number of persons 85 
years old and older per 100 persons aged 50–64 
years.

Potential support ratio: Number of persons 
aged 15–64 years per every person aged 65 years 
and older.

Elderly population illiteracy rate: Proportion 
of persons aged 65 years and older who cannot 
read with understanding and cannot write a simple 
statement in any language in their everyday life.

Elderly population labour force participation 
rate: Number of persons aged 65 years and older 
who are economically active as a per centage of 
the total population within the age group.
.

2 Most of the definitions of the indicators were 
taken from United Nations, World Population 
Prospects: The 2015 Revision, 2015.
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3.1 Introduction
The focus of this chapter is to present information on the size, distribution and structure of the elderly 
population in Sierra Leone as at 2015. These patterns and trends among the elderly population 
examined here point to the significance of data on the elderly in development planning programmes 
in Sierra Leone.    

3.2 Size, growth and structure of the elderly population

3.2.1 Population size and growth

The total number of people in Sierra Leone enumerated during the 2015 PHC is 7,092,113, representing 
a household population of 7,076,119 and an institutional population of 15,994. Of this population, 
246,284, representing 3.5 per cent of the total population, is classified as elderly. 

Sierra Leone’s population has grown from 3,515,812 in 1985 to 7,092,113 in 2015, representing about 
a 101 per cent increase in the population over 30 years, with an annual growth rate of 3.2 per cent. 
A comparative analysis of the total population versus the elderly population, with the average annual 
growth rate, the Old Age Dependency Ratio (OADR) and Potential Support Ratio (PSR) for the census 
years 1985, 2004 and 2015, are shown in Table 3.1. 

CHAPTER 3 : POPULATION SIZE, DISTRIBUTION AND 
STRUCTURE

Table 3.1 Share of the elderly population and other indicators by census years 
1985, 2004 and 2015

Population 1985 2004 2015

Total 3,515,812 4,976,871 7,092,113

15–64 1,843,302 2,621,773 3,937,595

Elderly population 201,065 125,038 246,284

The elderly population 
as % of total 5.7 2.4 3.5

Annual growth rate 1.7 1.8 3.2

Old Age Dependency 
Ratio 10.9 4.8 6.3

Potential Support Ratio 9.2 21.0 16.0

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone 2015, 2004;  
and 1985 PHCs and UN Population Division.
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In Table 3.1, one sees a drastic fall in the size of the elderly population from 1985 to 2004. The main 
reason for this was the 11-year civil war in the 1990s. However, from 2004 to 2015, we see a different 
picture where the elderly population increased from 125,038 in 2004 to 246,284 in 2015. This represents 
an increase of 121,491 older people, a 97.2 per cent increase in this population over the 11-year period. 
This population is projected to further increase to 265,471 in 2025 and 632,300 in 2050, representing 3.0 
per cent and 4.4 per cent of the total population (UNDESA 2015). We also observe a fall in the OADR and 
an increase in the PSR in the 30 years between 1985 and 2015, implying an improvement in the economic 
independence of elderly persons in the country. 

3.2.2 Age and sex structure of the elderly population

The 2015 PHC shows that the population of Sierra Leone is young. Even though the proportion of the 
elderly population is small, the dynamics of the growing elderly population needs to be better understood.  
The distribution of the total population by age group and sex is shown in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2 Percentage distribution of the population of Sierra Leone by age 
group and sex

Age group Total Male Female

 No. % No. % No. %

Total 7,076,119 100 3,479,633 100 3,596,486 100

0–4 937,973 13.3 468,837 13.5 469,136 13.0

5–9 1,108,130 15.7 554,969 15.9 553,161 15.4

10–14 846,137 12.0 430,883 12.4 415,254 11.5

15–19 871,348 12.3 429,184 12.3 442,164 12.3

20–24 660,438 9.3 306,319 8.8 354,119 9.8

25–29 605,621 8.6 275,870 7.9 329,751 9.2

30–34 432,373 6.1 198,680 5.7 233,693 6.5

35–39 419,485 5.9 200,267 5.8 219,218 6.1

40–44 297,997 4.2 153,194 4.4 144,803 4.0

45–49 241,362 3.4 133,157 3.8 108,205 3.0

50–54 186,285 2.6 98,667 2.8 87,618 2.4

55–59 110,200 1.6 59,096 1.7 51,104 1.4

60–64 112,486 1.6 53,840 1.5 58,646 1.6
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

Age group Total Male Female

 No. % No. % No. %

65–69 73,617 1.0 36,345 1.0 37,272 1.0

70–74 65,495 0.9 30,556 0.9 34,939 1.0

75–79 39,691 0.6 20,012 0.6 19,679 0.5

80–84 31,344 0.4 13,168 0.4 18,176 0.5

85–89 15,881 0.2 7,256 0.2 8,625 0.2

90+ 20,256 0.3 9,333 0.3 10,923 0.3

From Table 3.2, one can see that Sierra Leone has a young population. About 53 per cent of the total 
population is within the age bracket 0–19 years.  In addition, about 51 per cent of the population 
comprises of females. 

On the other hand, there are 246,284 persons in the age group 65 years and older, in Sierra Leone. This 
represents about 3.5 per cent of the total population. A closer look at this population by 5-year age group 
and sex reveals that the majority of the elderly population are females. 

The distribution of the elderly population by 5-year age group shows that 178,803 (about 73 per cent) 
is below age 80 years. Looking at this same population by sex reveals that 86,913 and 91,890 are males 
and females respectively. About 27 per cent of the total elderly population is within the older elderly 
population age group 80+ years.  In this age group, about 26 per cent and 29 per cent are males and 
females respectively. This implies that females live longer than males.  For a closer look at how the 
various age groups within the elderly population have evolved over the years, a comparative analysis of 
census years 1985 and 2015 is presented in Table 3.3. 
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There has been a substantial decrease in the 
proportion of the elderly population from 5.7 
per cent in 1985 to 3.5 per cent in 2015 even 
though the absolute number has increased in 
2015. Looking at it in terms of sex, it is obvious 
from Table 3.4 that in 1985 the proportion of 
males in the elderly population was higher 
than that for the females (6.2 per cent as 
against 5.3 per cent) whereas in 2015, we 
have a relatively higher proportion of females 
in the elderly population than for males (3.6 
per cent versus 3.4 per cent). This could be 
attributed to the civil war years where many 
men were enlisted to fight and most lost their 
lives.  Comparing the sex ratio for both years 
also shows that in 1985, the male elderly 
population dominated in all age groups. 
whereas in 2015 it is the reverse, except in 
the age group 75–79 (see Table 3.4). 

The overall sex ratio for the elderly population 
in 2015 shows that for every 100 females, 
there are 90 males, implying there are more 
females than males in this category of the 
population, a possible reason for which could 
also be the loss of male lives during the civil 
war.3   

Table 3.3 Comparative analysis of elderly population for 
the years 1985 and 2015

1985 2015

Age group Total Male Female Total Male Female

65–69 73,617 1.0 36,345 1.0 37,272 1.0

70–74 65,495 0.9 30,556 0.9 34,939 1.0

75–79 39,691 0.6 20,012 0.6 19,679 0.5

80–84 31,344 0.4 13,168 0.4 18,176 0.5

85–89 15,881 0.2 7,256 0.2 8,625 0.2

90–94 20,256 0.3 9,333 0.3 10,923 0.3

Total Elderly 5.7 6.2 5.3 3.5 3.4 3.6

Grand Total Population 100.00 49.17 50.83 100.00 49.35 50.65

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

Table 3.4 Sex ratio of the elderly 
population, 1985 and 2015

Age group 1985 2015

65–69 111.1 97.5

70–74 119.5 87.5

75–79 124.1 101.7

80–84 104.1 72.4

85–89 113.2 84.1

90–94 104.3 85.4

Total 113.4 90.0

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
3 The sex ratio is the number of males per 100 females.
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4.1 Introduction
This chapter takes a closer look at the socio-demographic characteristics of the elderly population in 
Sierra Leone,  specifically the distribution of the elderly population by region and district and their 
disability status. Such an analysis will deepen our understanding and guide policies relating to the 
elderly.     

4.2 Distribution of the elderly population by region and district 

Table 4.1 shows the distribution of the elderly population according to region and district. 

CHAPTER 4 : SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF 
THE ELDERLY POPULATION

Region Total (%) Male (%) Female (%)

All regions 100 100 100

Eastern 23 25 20

Kailahun 7 8 7

Kenema 9 10 8

Kono 7 8 6

Northern 37 37 38

Bombali 10 9 11

Kambia 6 5 6

Koinadugu 4 5 4

Port Loko 10 10 11

Tonkolili 7 7 7

Southern 24 23 25

Bo 9 9 10

Bonthe 3 3 3

Moyamba 6 6 7

Pujehun 5 5 4

Western 16 15 17

Western Area Rural 5 5 5

Western Area Urban 11 11 12

Table 4.1 Percentage distribution of the elderly population by sex, region 
and district

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
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Table 4.1 shows that about 37 per cent of the elderly 
population lives in the Northern Region, of which 36.6 per 
cent and 38 per cent are males and females respectively. 
Of the elderly living in the northern region, about 46.4 per 
cent and 53.6 per cent are males and females respectively.  
Bombali and Port Loko districts account for over 50 per cent 
of the elderly in the northern region. The concentration of 
the elderly population by district shows that the elderly 
population is concentrated in Western Urban, Bombali and 
Port Loko districts, and these districts  account for one in 
three of the elderly population. 

The distribution of the elderly population by location and sex reveals that the elderly males are concentrated 
in Kenema, Bombali, Port Loko and Western Urban districts, which account for about 40 per cent of the 
total elderly population. On the other hand, about 43 per cent of females live in Bombali, Port Loko, Bo and 
Western Urban districts. Disaggregating the elderly population by place of residence reveals that a higher 
proportion of the elderly population (over 70 per cent) lives in rural areas (see Table 4.2).

Table 4.2 Percentage of the elderly population by sex and place of residence

Elderly population Rural Urban

Age group Total Rural 
(%)

Urban 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

65–69 73617 66.5 33.5 49.6 50.4 49.2 50.8

70–74 65,495 62.1 37.9 47.3 52.7 45.7 54.3

75–79 39,691 67.0 33.0 52.3 47.7 47.0 53.0

80–84 31,344 66.3 33.7 43.6 56.4 38.3 61.7

85–89 15,881 71.3 28.7 48.7 51.3 39.4 60.6

90+ 20,256 68.0 32.0 48.7 51.3 29.2 60.8

Total 246284 72.8 27.2 48.4 51.6 45.5 54.5

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
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It is apparent from Table 4.2 that for all 5-year age groups, a much higher proportion of the elderly 
population lives in the rural areas. Table 4.1 shows that as people get older, they tend to live in rural 
communities and the proportion of the elderly living in urban areas decreases. About 6 out of every 10 
elderly person aged 65–69 years live in rural communities. As they increase in age (70–89), about two 
thirds live in rural areas, and for the very old (90+), 7 out of every 10 live in rural areas. Reasons they 
offered are wanting to live in their home towns or villages, to engage in agricultural activities and also 
to enjoy being with the extended family.  When the residential status of the elderly is disaggregated by 
sex, the picture becomes a bit different. In all age groups and in both urban and rural areas females 
dominate, except for the age group 75–79 in the rural areas where the males are 52.3 per cent. In the 
rural areas, the gap in terms of sex is not too marked except for age group 70–79 where in the gap is 
5 per cent. However, in the urban areas, the picture is somehow different.  For the five-year age groups 
80+, in each cohort, we have an average of 25 per cent more females than males.  The implications 
of these numbers  for the well-being of the elderly is that the rural communities in Sierra Leone lack 
access to basic and essential services like good drinking water, good toilet facilities, roads and access to 
health facilities. This can negatively affect the elderly people especially as they advance in age and need 
continuous support from caregivers. 

4.3 Disability among the elderly population

The well-being of the elderly population is affected by disability and sickness. Disability data is important 
for planning, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation of inclusive development programmes and 
policies. As the population gets older, disability increases (see Table 4.3).

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Age group Total (%) Disabled (%) Not disable (%) Don't know  (%)

Total 100.0 7.9 86.6 5.6

65–69 29.9 5.3 88.8 5.9

70–74 26.6 7.0 87.4 5.6

75–79 16.1 8.2 86.2 5.6

80–84 12.7 9.8 85.1 5.1

85–89 6.4 10.6 84.1 5.4

90 + 8.2 15.9 78.5 5.6

Table 4.3 Percentage of the elderly population by age group 
and disability status 

Biological aging is accompanied by a process of loss of physical and also mental abilities, culminating 
in health problems that affect everyday life. The question on disability during the census looked at 
difficulty in performing various activities. The results indicate that disability is prevalent among the 
older population, and more so as people advance in age. Overall, 19,339 (7.9 per cent) of the elderly 
population and 0.3 per cent of the total population were reported as being disabled.
 
Knowing the type of disability of the elderly population will help policy makers in addressing disability 
issues at specific points. Table 4.4 below presents the type of disability amongst the 19,339 (7.9 per 
cent) elderly persons who reported any kind of disability. 
.
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Table 4.4 Main type of disability by sex and place of residence

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Total Sex Place of residence

 Count  (%)  Male 
(%) 

 Female 
(%) 

 Rural 
(%) 

 Urban 
(%) 

Total  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0 

Physical disability (polio)  2,135  11.0  10.9  11.2  10.2  13.4 

Physical disability 
(amputee)  1,085  5.6  6.4  4.8  5.3  6.3 

Blind or visually 
impaired  4,919  25.4  28.8  22.0  26.9  21.7 

Partially sighted  5,131  26.5  26.5  26.6  26.7  26.1 

Deaf  1,077  5.6  4.9  6.3  6.0  4.4 

Partially deaf  979  5.1  4.1  6.1  5.0  5.2 

Speech difficulties  368  1.9  1.9  1.9  1.6  2.6 

Mute  129  0.7  0.7  0.7  0.7  0.6 

Mental difficulties  316  1.6  1.2  2.1  1.7  1.3 

Spinal injury/
disability  664  3.4  3.2  3.7  3.3  3.7 

Psychiatric disability  250  1.3  1.1  1.5  1.2  1.6 

Epileptic  149  0.8  0.8  0.8  0.8  0.8 

Rheumatism  581  3.0  2.1  3.9  3.0  3.0 

Albinism  62  0.3  0.4  0.2  0.3  0.2 

Kyphoscoliosis 
(hunch back)  85  0.4  0.4  0.4  0.5  0.3 

Other  1,409  7.3  6.7  7.9  6.8  8.7 

Total count  19,339  19,339  9,723  9,616  14,056  5,283 

The results reveal that visual impairment is the major type of disability 
reported by about 51.9 per cent elderly persons with disability, with 
the blind and partially sighted at 25.4 per cent and 26.5 per cent 
respectively. Albinism is the least common disability, reported by only 
0.3 per cent of the elderly persons with disability. The other least 
common disabilities are epilepsy (0.8 per cent), muteness (0.7 per 
cent) and kyphoscoliosis (0.4 per cent). The numbers are the same in 
terms of sex and place of residence. 
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

4 The total will not equal 100 per cent in almost any of the cases as there 
were some people who did not state whether they were educated or not.

5.1 Introduction
The economic well-being of any age group is very important. This chapter examines the socio-economic 
characteristics of the elderly population, with emphasis on their level of education and their involvement 
in socio-economic activities.  The emphasis on education is due to the extent to which it determines the 
income status of an individual and overall well-being, including access to and affordability of essential 
social services like health care and safe drinking water. 

5.2 Level of education of the elderly population

About 8 out of every 10 of the elderly population (82.1 per cent) did not have any education (Table 
5.1). This very low educational level has implications for the elderly population as higher levels of 
educational attainment are associated with better conditions of living. Overall, 43,487 elderly people 
said they went to school.

CHAPTER 5 : SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
ELDERLY POPULATION

Percentage of elderly 
who attended school

Percentage of elderly who did not 
attend school

Age group Total 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

Total 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

Total 17.7 70.6 29.4 82.1 40.0 60.0

65–69 23.7 42.6 41.0 76.1 30.7 28.0

70–74 16.9 25.7 24.6 82.6 26.3 27.0

75–79 17.4 15.8 14.3 82.3 17.7 15.8

80–84 11.8 7.4 9.3 88.0 11.1 13.8

85–89 13.0 4.2 4.9 86.8 6.4 7.0

90+ 11.5 4.3 5.8 88.2 7.9 8.3

Table 5.1 Percentage of the elderly population by sex and school attendance 4
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Table 5.1 shows that the proportion of the elderly 
who reported attending school is less than 20 
per cent. This is a cohort issue: Among the very 
elderly, ages 80 and above, only about 1 in 10 
report having attended school. In contrast, the 
youngest age group (65–69 years) reported 
the highest proportion (about 24 per cent) 
that has attended school. Of the 17.7 per cent 
of the elderly who attended school, 70.6 per 
cent are males and 29.4 per cent females. One 
possible reason for this vast difference is that 
some decades ago, sending females to school 
was not an accepted cultural practice and was 

uncommon, especially among rural households.  
This trend is expected to improve with changing 
educational policies and laws. Further, of those 
who did not attend school, 60 per cent are 
females and 40 per cent males. Of the females 
who did not attend school, over two thirds are 
within the age group cohorts 65–69 years. 

A breakdown by level of educational attainment 
for the overall elderly population by age group 
and sex is presented in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2 Percentage distribution of the elderly population by sex 
and level of educational attainment

Level of education Total (%) Male (%) Female (%)

Kindergarten 4.7 4.3 5.5

Primary 20.5 17.1 28.9

Junior Secondary 16.1 15.0 18.6

Senior Secondary 23.5 23.8 22.7

Tech/Voc/Nursing/
Teacher 11.5 11.9 10.4

Higher (First degree) 7.9 8.6 6.2

Tertiary (Post-
graduate) & PhD 4.5 5.1 3.1

Koranic 9.3 12.3 2.0

Other 1.7 1.5 2.1

Don't know 0.5 0.4 0.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total count 43,487 30,702 12,785

About 29,000 (65.9 per cent) of those who 
attended school did not go past the secondary 
level of education. The numbers are alarming 
when you look at those who did not get a first 
degree: about 9 out of 10 did not. 
From Table 5.2 it is evident that primary 
education dominates the level of education for 
each age group and sex.  

Primary, Junior Secondary School (JSS), Senior 
Secondary School (SSS) and Koranic education 
dominate the educational level for males for all 
age groups, whereas for females it is Primary, 
JSS and SSS. Koranic education used to be 
common among elderly males and more so 
in rural communities as the country is Muslim 
dominated. 

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
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Even though education was less costly during the period the current elderly were supposed to be 
in school, very few went to school, and few past secondary education. The large extended family 
system did not help as most of the elderly were prevented from going to school when they were 
children since their parents could not afford to pay fees and the awareness on the importance of 
education then was almost absent. Most parents preferred that their children helped them with 
farming as their status in society was determined by their harvest. For females, gender perceptions 
and cultural restrictions contributed a lot to their lack of schooling. 

5.3 Literacy among the elderly population

At the national level, of the population aged 10 and above, 51.4 per cent are literate. However, of 
the elderly population, the literacy rate is 22.4 per cent (55,085 elderly people). Only one out of 
every five elderly persons is literate and the remaining three fourths are illiterate i.e., cannot read 
or write in any language (see Figure 5.1). 

Figure 5.1 Literacy rate among the elderly population

80
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40
30
20
10
0

22,4

77,1

    Literate    Not literate     Don’t know

0,5

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

From Figure 5.1 it is apparent that literacy among the elderly is very low compared with the 
national level. The relative low levels of education among the elderly are also reflected in their 
low levels of literacy. While the number of uneducated elderly people is high and reflect the 
lack of educational opportunities in that generation’s youth, much improvement has  taken place 
since. Cohorts now entering the elderly population are already better educated and will contribute 
to improving the overall literacy levels at all ages among the elderly. See Table 5.3 to better 
understand the distribution of literacy among the literates of the elderly population.  
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Table 5.3 Literacy rate among the elderly population by age group

Literacy level

Age group Count Percentage 

65–69 20,615 37.4

70–74 14,113 25.6

75–79 8,988 16.3

80–84 5,192 9.4

85–89 2,953 5.4

90 + 3,224 5.9

Total 55,085 100.0

Table 5.3 indicates the number and share of 
elderly persons who are literate by age group. 
Among the literate, literacy decreases as we move 
down the 5-year age groups, to about one in five 
in the older cohorts (age group 80+).  dominate 
the educational level for males for all age groups, 
whereas for females it is Primary, JSS and SSS. 
Koranic education used to be common among 
elderly males and more so in rural communities as 
the country is Muslim dominated. 

5.4 Economic activity among the elderly population

Another important aspect of the elderly population to consider is their economic independence. 
In Sierra Leone, as in many parts of the continent, ageing is not considered a hindrance to 
participating in economic activities. As most of the elderly population are poor and not educated, 
the majority of them are engaged in subsistence agriculture and petty trading, for which there is 
no mandatory retirement age. 

5.4.1 Economic activity status of the elderly and place of residence
 
The economic activity status of the elderly is fairly high as almost 6 out of every 10 persons are 
economically active (Table 5.4).

Table 5.4 Economic activity status by age group and place of residence 
for the elderly population

Total population Rural population Urban population

Age group Total %
employed Total %

employed Total %
employed

65–69 73,617 68.8 45,685 77.9 27,932 53.7

70–74 65,495 61.7 43,854 70.3 21,641 44.1

75–79 39,691 58.7 26,311 68.1 13,380 40.3

80–84 31,344 51.0 22,359 58.7 8,985 31.8

85–89 15,881 48.4 10,799 56.9 5,082 30.5

90 + 20,256 38.7 14,740 44.9 5,516 22.2

Total 246,284 59.2 163,748 67.3 82,536 43.1
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The proportion of the economically active elderly population declines with age. As 
people get older, they become less and less active economically. About 70 per cent 
of those in the age group 65–69 are economically active but as age advances up 
to 90+, about 4 out of every 10 is active economically. A plausible reason for this 
is the decline in their physical fitness. Looking at the economic activity by place of 
residence, one will observe that among the elderly people living in rural settings, 
about two thirds  (67.3 per cent) are economically active compared to 43.1 per cent 
among their urban counterparts.  As stated earlier, most of the economically active 
are engaged in subsistence farming which is predominant in rural settings, hence 
the reason for the high economic activity rate in those areas. Table 5.5 presents 
information on the economic activity of the elderly by sex and region.

Region Total Percentage Male Percentage Female Percentage

Eastern 39,052 26.2 24,158 61.9 14,894 38.1

Northern 58,316 39.1 32,420 55.6 25,896 44.4

Southern 35,361 23.7 19,705 55.7 15,656 44.3

Western 16,308 10.9 9,354 57.4 6,954 42.6

Total 149,037 100.0 85,637 57.5 63,400 42.5

Table 5.5 Economic activity of the elderly by sex and region

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Table 5.5 shows that the Northern Region records the highest proportion (39.1 per cent) of the 
elderly population as economically active compared to about 11 per cent in the Western Region 
that has the lowest proportion of economically active elderly people. Disaggregating the economic 
activity of the elderly population by sex reveals that of the 39.1 per cent of the economically active, 
55.6 per cent are males and 44.4 per cent females. The majority (about 61.9 per cent) of the 
eastern region’s share of the economically active elderly population are males whereas a smaller 
share (38.1 per cent) are females. More males are economically active because they are readily 
available for almost any kind of job whereas females are often overlooked for most jobs and do most 
of the household chores. 

5.4.2 Economic activity status of the elderly by age and sex

As indicated in Table 5.6, 59.2 per cent of elderly persons are economically active. About 71.9 
per cent of the elderly male population and 47.8 per cent of the elderly female population are 
economically active.  This further reveals that in Sierra Leone, the elderly male are economically 
more active than their female counterparts (see Table 5.6). 
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Table 5.6 Economic activity status by age group and sex

Table 5.7 Percentage contribution of the elderly population to the national 
labour force by age group 

Elderly males are about 24 per cent economically active more than their female counterparts, a 
reality in Sierra Leone especially in rural settings where the males are employed in large numbers in 
farming and other agricultural work. As elderly people of both sexes get older, they become less and 
less active economically. 

5.4.3 Contribution of the elderly to the national labour force

The contribution of the elderly to the national labour force of Sierra Leone is shown in Table 5.7.  It 
is evident that the elderly population’s contribution to the national labour force is quite meaningful 
as they contribute 6.4 per cent to the overall labour force whereas those in the age group 10–64 
contribute 93.6 per cent. 

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

Total population Male population Female population

Age group Total %
employed Total %

employed Total %
employed

65–69 73,617 68.8 36,345 79.6 37,272 58.2

70–74 65,495 61.7 30,556 74.1 34,939 50.8

75–79 39,691 58.7 20,012 71.7 19,679 45.5

80–84 31,344 51.0 13,168 65.7 18,176 40.3

85–89 15,881 48.4 7,256 62.7 8,625 36.4

90 + 20,256 38.7 9,333 51.0 10,923 28.2

Total 246,284 59.2 116,670 71.9 129,614 47.8

Total elderly labour force Male labour force Female labour force

Age group Count Percentage Count Percentage Count Percentage

65+ 149,037 6.4 85,637 57.5 63,400 42.5

65–69 51,727 34.7 29,623 57.3  22,104 42.7

70–74 41,243 27.7 23098 56.0  18,145 44.0

75–79 23,790 16.0 14633 61.5  9,157 38.5

80–84 16,353 11.0 8794 53.8  7,559 46.2

85–89 7,885 5.3 4631 58.7  3,254 41.3

90 + 8,039 5.4 4858 60.4  3,181 39.6

10–64 2,174,588 93.6
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From Table 5.7, it is seen that of the 6.4 per cent contribution of the elderly population to the national 
labour force, 57.5 per cent are males and 42.5 per cent females. Four out of five of the elderly 
population contributors to the labour force come from the early cohorts, 65–79 years. Of this, about 
three out of five are males and two out of five are females. 

5.4.4 Occupational characteristics of the elderly population

The employment pattern of the economically active elderly population does not vary remarkably by 
sex. Over 70 per cent of the economically active elderly population is engaged in agriculture, which 
is the main economic activity in the country (see Table 5.8).

Table 5.8 Percentage distribution of the economically active 
elderly population by occupation and sex

Total Male Female

Occupation No. % No. % No. %

Managers 1,733 1.2 1,301 1.5 432 0.7

Professionals 4,446 3.0 3,555 4.2 891 1.4

Technicians & associate 
professionals 2,031 1.4 1,490 1.7 541 0.9

Clerical support workers 674 0.5 487 0.6 187 0.3

Service and sales 
workers 17,625 11.8 7,094 8.3 10,531 16.6

Agriculture 108,520 72.8 62,134 72.6 46,386 73.2

Craft and related 
trade workers 6,805 4.6 5,446 6.4 1,359 2.1

Plant & machine 
operators & assemblers 1,833 1.2 1,724 2.0 109 0.2

Elementary occupations 2,620 1.8 1,061 1.2 1,559 2.5

Other occupation 388 0.3 269 0.3 119 0.2

Never worked (seeking 
work for the first time) 2,362 1.6 1,076 1.3 1,286 2.0

Total 149,037 100.0 85,637 100.0 63,400 100.0

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
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Table 5.9 Percentage distribution of economically active elderly population 
by type of industry, age group and sex

Sex Age group %

Industry Total Male Female 65–69 70–74 75–79 80–84 85–89 90+ 

Total 149,037 100 85,637 63,400 51,727 41,243 23,790 16,353 7,885 8,039

Crop farming 104,536 70.1 69.7 70.8 64.8 71.2 71.8 76.4 73.8 77.9

Animal 
production 1,938 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.4 1.4 1.2 1.4 1.2

Forestry 
logging & 
hunting

702 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4

Fishing & 
aquaculture 3,111 2.1 2.4 1.6 2.1 2.1 2.1 1.8 2.2 2.4

Mining and 
quarrying 2,902 1.9 2.9 0.7 2.4 1.9 1.9 1.4 1.5 1

Manufacturing 3,675 2.5 2.5 2.4 2.6 2.4 2.3 2.4 2.7 2.6

Electricity, gas, 
steam, & air 
conditioning 
supply

510 0.3 0.5 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2

Water supply, 
sewerage waste 
management 
& remediation 
activities

281 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0

Construction 1,237 0.8 1.3 0.2 1.2 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.3

Wholesale & 
retail trade, 
repair of motor 
vehicles & 
motorcycles

15,292 10.3 6.9 14.8 12.1 10.2 9.5 8.2 8.5 6.6

Transport & 
storage 1,415 0.9 1.5 0.2 1.3 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5 0.4

Accommodation 
& food service 
activities

704 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.2

Information & 
communication 125 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0.1

Financial & 
insurance 
activities

201 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0

Real estate 
activities 222 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Sex %

Industry Total Male Female 65–69 70–74 75–79 80–84 85–89 90+ 

Professional 
scientific & 
technical 
activities

2,003 1.3 2 0.5 2 1.2 1 0.8 0.8 0.5

Administration & 
support service 
activities

836 0.6 0.9 0.1 0.8 0.4 0.6 0.3 0.3 0.2

Public 
administration & 
defence 
compulsory 
social security

1,097 0.7 1.1 0.3 1 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.4

Education 1,359 0.9 1.3 0.4 1.4 0.8 0.7 0.4 0.5 0.3

Human health 
& social work 
activities

1,245 0.8 0.9 0.7 1 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.7

Arts 
entertainment & 
recreation

359 0.2 0.4 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.2

Other service 
activities 1,011 0.7 0.8 0.5 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.6

Activities of 
household as 
employers

1,809 1.2 0.8 1.8 1.2 1.1 1.3 1.3 1.6 1.3

Activities of 
extraterritorial 
organizations & 
bodies

105 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 0 0

Never worked 2,362 1.6 1.3 2 1.4 1.5 1.5 2 2 2.1

From Table 5.9, we see that crop farming (agriculture) dominates the occupations the elderly population 
is engaged in (70.1 per cent). The gender difference is almost negligible, with about 71 per cent of 
females and 70 per cent of males in this occupation. Besides crop farming (agriculture), the other key 
industry is wholesale & retail trade, and repair of vehicles and motorcycles; together these two sectors 
comprise over 80 per cent of the economically active elderly population. A vivid difference is seen 
when disaggregated by sex as 77.6 per cent and 85.6 per cent are males and females respectively, 
representing a nearly 10 per cent difference. Across the various age groups, crop farming has the 
lowest (64.8 per cent) engagement in the age group 65–69. As people get older, they are engaged 
more in crop farming, mostly backyard gardening. The occupations that employ the lowest proportion of 
the elderly are information and communication, financial and insurance activities, real estate activities, 
water supply, and electricity, gas and air conditioning supply. These together engage about 0.8 per cent 
(1,339) of the economically active elderly population. In the wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor 
vehicles and motorcycles industries, the proportion of females who are employed is more than twice that 
of males.  In addition, as people advance in age, they become less and less employed in this industry.
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5.4.5 Employment status, sex and location

The employment status of the elderly reveals that about 52.2 per cent are self-employed, of which 
58.4 per cent have no employee whereas 2.9 per cent have employees (Table 5.10).  However, 17.9 
per cent are neither working nor looking for work whereas 9.5 per cent are doing household work 
and 7.1 per cent are retired/pensioners. This age is a period of retirement but a striking result is 
that 0.8 per cent of the elderly population are full-time students. There are vast differences in terms 
of sex and place of residence relative to the employment status of the economically active elderly 
population, more so across the two main employment statuses: self-employed without employees 
and, not working and not looking for work. For those who are self-employed and without employees, 
there are more people employed in this sector in the rural area compared to the urban area, averaging 
a difference of 25 per cent for both males and females. For those not working and not looking for 
work, a higher proportion lives in the rural area than in the urban area.   

Table 5.10 Percentage distribution of the economically active elderly popu-
lation by employment status, sex and place of residence

Total % Male % Female %

Employment status Elderly 
population Total Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban 

Total 246,284 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Paid employee 8,409 3.4 1.5 7.2 2.5 13.2 0.5 2.3

Self-employed without 
employees 121,690 49.4 58.4 31.5 69.2 36.7 48.3 27.2

Self-employed with 
employees 6,849 2.8 2.9 2.5 3.5 3.9 2.3 1.4

Unpaid family worker 7,595 3.1 4.0 1.3 3.8 1.2 4.1 1.5

Paid apprentice 275 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.0 0.1

Unpaid apprentice 985 0.4 0.5 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.5 0.3

Formerly employed but 
currently looking for 
work

872 0.4 0.1 0.8 0.2 1.3 0.1 0.3

Looking for work for 
the first time 2,362 1.0 0.6 1.6 0.6 1.7 0.7 1.5

Household work 23,484 9.5 8.0 12.6 2.4 3.2 13.2 20.4

Not working & not 
looking for work 44,107 17.9 16.4 20.9 10.9 14.6 21.5 26.2
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

About 70 per cent of rural males are self-employed without employees. The pattern is the same for 
both sexes and place of residence: the elderly are predominantly engaged in self-employed jobs 
without employees (49.4 per cent), household work (9.5 per cent) or not working and not looking 
for work (17.9 per cent).  As most of the elderly are engaged in subsistence agriculture, one clear 
conclusion is that  the majority of the elderly are among the category of workers with low earnings 
and quite a small number contribute to family labour without remuneration for the work being done.  
The proportion of the elderly population that is not working and not looking for work is higher in the 
urban areas (20.9 per cent) than in the rural areas (16.4 per cent). This is also more pronounced 
among females than males.  A possible reason for this may be due to age-related illness. Some 
may be sick confined at home or hospitalized for treatment.  It is, however, interesting to note, as 
mentioned earlier, that at these ages, 0.8 per cent reported being full-time students and this varied 
between 0.6 per cent and 1.4 per cent respectively in the rural and urban areas. A  higher proportion 
of elderly males than females reported being full-time students.  

5.4.6 Institutional sector of employment, sex and type of locality

Understanding the working conditions is one of many reasons why the institutional sector of 
employment is examined. Table 5.11 suggests that the private sector employs the largest proportion 
of the elderly population in Sierra Leone.  

Total Male Female

Employment status Elderly 
population

Total 
(%)

Rural 
(%)

Urban 
(%)

Rural 
(%)

Urban 
(%)

Rural 
(%)

Urban 
(%)

Full-time student 2,063 0.8 0.6 1.4 0.6 1.6 0.5 1.3

Retired/pensioner 17,445 7.1 3.7 13.8 3.5 18.5 3.9 9.9

Other (specify) 7,614 3.1 2.5 4.3 1.7 2.8 3.2 5.5

Don't know 2,534 1.0 0.8 1.5 0.5 0.9 1.1 2.0

Total 246,284 246,284 163,748 82,536 79,277 37,393 84,471 45,133
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Total % Male % Female %

Institutional 
sector Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Government 3.5 1.4 9.7 5.2 2.2 13.8 1.3 0.5 3.9

Parastatal / 
quasi 
government

0.5 0.3 0.9 0.6 0.4 1.2 0.4 0.3 0.6

Self 
employed 89.0 93.0 77.0 87.8 93.5 71.3 90.6 92.4 85.0

International 
non-
governmental 
org.

0.3 0.2 0.8 0.4 0.2 1.1 0.2 0.1 0.4

Local non-
governmental 
organization

0.2 0.1 0.6 0.3 0.1 0.9 0.1 0.0 0.2

Family 
member 3.1 3.4 2.2 2.0 2.3 1.4 4.6 5.0 3.2

Private 
enterprises 1.3 0.3 4.3 1.9 0.5 6.2 0.4 0.1 1.5

Private 
household 
(paid 
domestic work)

0.1 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.3

Embassy or 
international 
organizations

0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1

Others 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.7 0.2 0.2 0.3

Don’t know 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1

Never worked 1.6 0.9 3.5 1.3 0.7 2.8 2.0 1.3 4.4

Total 149,037 111,530 37,507 85,637 63,756 21,881 63,400 47,774 15,626

Table 5.11 Percentage distribution of the elderly population by institutional sec-
tor of employment, sex and place of residence
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On average, 9 out of every 10 elderly persons are self-employed, recorded at 93 
per cent and 77 per cent in rural and urban areas respectively. Disaggregating it 
by sex reveals that 87.8 per cent of males and 71.3 per cent of females are self-
employed. About 3.5 per cent of the employed are government workers: 9.7 per 
cent in urban areas compared to 1.4 per cent in rural areas. As it is to be expected 
in Sierra Leone, we have a higher proportion of elderly males (5.2 per cent) than 
females (1.3 per cent) employed as government workers. It is also observed that 
employment is lowest among the elderly in embassy or international organization 
jobs (0.1 per cent) and private household paid domestic work (0.1 per cent). In 
general, there is little variation by employment when we compare them by sex and 
place of residence.   

5.4.7 Economic inactivity

The 2015 PHC reveals that two in every five (40 per cent) of the elderly population 
are economically inactive (Table 5.12).  The results also show that a little over half 
(51.1 per cent) of the elderly females are economically inactive while among their 
male counterparts a little over a quarter (26.6 per cent) are economically inactive. 
The results also show, as expected, that as people grow in age, they become 
economically inactive.
 

Table 5.12 Percentage distribution of the economically inactive elderly 
population by age group and sex

Age 
group

Total
population

Male 
population

Female 
population Inactive

Total 
elderly 
inactive 

(%)

Elderly 
male 

inactive 
(%)

Elderly 
female 
inactive 

(%)

65–69 73,617 36,345 37,272 21,890 0.3 18.5 40.7

70–74 65,495 30,556 34,939 24,252 0.4 24.4 48.1

75–79 39,691 20,012 19,679 15,901 0.4 26.9 53.5

80–84 31,344 13,168 18,176 14,991 0.5 33.2 58.4

85–89 15,881 7,256 8,625 7,996 0.5 36.2 62.3

90 + 20,256 9,333 10,923 12,217 0.6 47.9 70.9

Total 246,284 116,670 129,614 97,247 0.4 26.6 51.1

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census
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Table 5.13 Percentage distribution of the elderly population by economic 
activity and type of reasons advanced

It is evident from Table 5.13 that the main reason for the elderly being economically inactive is that 
they are not working and not looking for work (45.4 per cent). This could be a result of disability, 
sickness, lack of financial resources needed to start a business, lack of available skills, and sheer 
discouragement as there are no available jobs for these age groups. About one in every four elderly 
persons (24.1 per cent) reported household work as the other key reason for being economically 
inactive. Across age groups, the pattern is almost the same; more are economically inactive because 
they are not working and not looking for work, followed by unpaid household work and retirement 
or being a pensioner. The proportion of the elderly not working and not looking for work increases 
with age whereas that of household work decreases with age.  

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

There are many reasons advanced by the elderly for being economically inactive and these are 
presented in Table 5.13. 

Age 
group

Total 
count

Unpaid 
household 
work (%)

Not 
working & 
not looking 
for work 

(%)

Full-time 
student 

(%)

Retired/ 
pensioner 

(%)
Others 
(%)

Don't 
know 
(%)

Total 
(%)

65–69 97,247 24.1 45.4 2.1 17.9 7.8 2.6 100.0

70–74 21,890 30.2 38.3 1.7 20.3 7.3 2.1 100.0

75–79 24,252 26.1 43.7 1.9 18.3 7.5 2.6 100.0

80–84 15,901 23.6 45.7 1.9 19.2 7.4 2.2 100.0

85–89 14,991 21.8 49.3 1.8 15.7 8.2 3.1 100.0

90 + 7,996 20.2 50.4 1.0 16.6 9.0 2.8 100.0

Total  12,217 17.1 53.4 1.9 16.0 8.3 3.3 100.0
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6.1 Introduction
A very important theme in the study of the elderly in any country is its sociocultural characteristics:  
issues like marital status, religious affiliation, ethnic background and nationality of the elderly population. 
It does not only determine the well-being of people but also helps governments and policy makers to 
plan policies geared towards the improvement of the status of the elderly. 

6.2 Marital status 

One key sociocultural characteristic that determines status in society among adults and more so elderly 
people is their marital status.  In most cases, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, if an elderly person 
is not married, he or she may loose respect  in society. Almost three out of every five (57.4 per cent) 
elderly persons in Sierra Leone are married. Forty-three per cent of them are monogamous marriages 
while 14.4 per cent are polygamous unions (Table 6.1). 

CHAPTER 6: SOCIOCULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
ELDERLY POPULATION

Table 6.1 Percentage distribution of the elderly population by marital status, 
age group, sex and place of residence

Total elderly population (%) Male % Female %

Marital status Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban Total Rural Urban

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Never Married 2.9 2.2 4.2 2.6 1.9 3.9 3.1 2.5 4.4

Engaged 1.7 1.3 2.5 2.1 1.6 3.3 1.3 1.0 1.8

Married -
monogamous 14.4 13.6 15.9 11.7 10.6 14.2 16.7 16.4 17.3

Married -
polygamous 43.0 45.3 38.4 71.9 74.5 66.5 17.0 18.0 15.2

Co-habitation 
(< 5 years) 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1

Co-habitation 
(= >5 years) 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1

Separated 2.5 2.4 2.7 2.7 2.5 3.0 2.3 2.2 2.4

Divorced 2.2 2.0 2.6 1.9 1.8 2.2 2.4 2.2 2.9

Widowed 33.0 32.8 33.3 6.7 6.8 6.5 56.6 57.2 55.5

Don't know 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3

Total 246,284 163,748 82,536 116,670 79,277 37,393 129,614 84,471 45,143

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census
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Polygamous marriage is quite widespread in 
Sierra Leone and is more common in rural 
areas because of the religious and cultural 
beliefs of the people there. About 3 per cent 
of the elderly have never married and this is 
relatively higher in urban than rural areas. 
Furthermore, a higher proportion of females 
than males reported to have never married. 
At the same time, one third of the elderly 
have lost their spouses and are widows and 
widowers. However, based on sex, there 
is a vast difference between the two as a 
higher proportion of females (56.6 per 
cent) are widows compared to their male 
counterparts (6.7 per cent). This is likely to 
be due to more remarriage among males 
than females. Separation and divorce appear 
to be uncommon as 2.5 per cent and 2.2 
per cent of the elderly population reported 
being separated and divorced respectively.  

6.3 Religious affiliation

Sierra Leone is known for its religious 
tolerance, which is exhibited in the way 
people marry and live irrespective of 
differences in religious beliefs. Analysis of 
the elderly population by religious affiliation 
indicates that 79.3 per cent of them practise 
Islam as a religion (Table 6.2). Christianity 
comes second (about one in every five 
elderly persons).

Table 6.2 Percentage distribution 
of elderly population by sex and 
religious affiliation

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Religion
Total 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Catholic 6.8 7.4 6.3

Anglican 1.4 1.5 1.4

Methodist 3.5 3.6 3.4

SDA 0.7 0.7 0.7

Pentecostal 3.5 3.3 3.8

Other 
Christian 3.9 3.7 4.0

Islam 79.3 78.9 79.7

Bahai 0.1 0.0 0.0

Traditional 0.1 0.1 0.1

Other 0.6 0.6 0.6

No religion 0.1 0.1 0.1

Total 246,284 116,670 129,614

Almost all elderly Sierra Leoneans do practise a  religion. This is evident from Table 6.2, which 
indicates that a negligible proportion (0.1 per cent) of them do not practise any religion. Amongst 
the Christians, the Catholics are the highest proportion at about 34 per cent while the SDA represents 
just 3 per cent of the Christian population (Figure 6.1).

Figure 6.1 Percentage of elderly Christians by denomination of affiliation
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From Figure 6.1, of the 48,764 elderly people who are Christians, about 34 per 
cent are Catholic, 18 per cent Methodist and 18 per cent Pentecostal. These three 
form the largest Christian fellowships in Sierra Leone. The Anglicans, a strong and 
influential Christian group in Sierra Leone records only 7 per cent of the elderly 
population that is affiliated to Christianity.  

Table 6.3 Percentage distribution of 
the elderly population by sex 
and ethnicity

6.4 Ethnicity

A little over three out of every five 
(63.4 per cent) elderly persons 
belong to the two major ethnic 
groups in Sierra Leone, Mende and 
Temne (Table 6.3). The third largest 
ethnic group is the Limba to which 
9.1 per cent of the elderly population 
belong. The smallest ethnic group 
in terms of its size among the 
elderly population is the Krim with 
a population of less than 500 (0.2 
per cent). The ethnic composition of 
the elderly is the same as that of the 
country as a whole.

Ethnicity
Total 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

Total 100 100 100

Krio 2.1 2.0 2.3

Mende 33.1 32.5 33.7

Temne 30.3 29.2 31.2

Madingo 2.0 2.2 1.8

Loko 3.1 2.8 3.5

Sherbro 2.2 2.3 2.2

Limba 9.1 8.2 9.9

Kissi 2.6 2.9 2.3

Kono 4.7 4.8 4.5

Susu 2.8 3.0 2.6

Fullah 2.9 3.8 2.1

Krim 0.2 0.3 0.2

Yalunka 0.5 0.7 0.4

Koranko 3.3 4.0 2.6

Other 0.3 0.3 0.3

Other 
nationals 0.7 1.0 0.4

Total 246,284 116,670 129,614

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census
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6.5 Nationality

Almost all the elderly persons (99.34 per cent) 
are Sierra Leonean nationals. By sex, 99.02 
per cent of the males compared to 99.63 per 
cent of the females are Sierra Leonean by 
nationality (Table 6.4). This means less than 
one per cent of them are non-nationals of 
Sierra Leone. 

Table 6.4 Percentage distribution of the elderly 
population by sex and nationality 

Nationality
Total 
(%)

Male 
(%)

Female 
(%)

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Sierra Leonean 99.32 99.02 99.63

Guinea Republic 0.44 0.66 0.23

Other ECOWAS 
Countries 0.20 0.30 0.10

Others 5 0.04 0.05 0.03

Total 246284 116670 129614

From Table 6.4, about 0.68 per cent (1,675) of the total elderly population 
comprises non-nationals in Sierra Leone. The non-nationals are also mainly from 
the Republic of Guinea and they represent 0.44 per cent (1,084) of the total 
elderly population in Sierra Leone. They represent about two in every three (65 
per cent) non-Sierra Leone nationals in the country. This is likely because the 
Republic of Guinea (which shares high trade relations and common languages 
with Sierra Leone) is one of the closest neighbouring countries to Sierra Leone. 
Liberia is also a close neighbour, but not many Liberian elderly nationals were 
recorded in the census. There are less than 500 (0.2 per cent) nationals from 
the other ECOWAS countries among the elderly population residing in Sierra 
Leone. This may be due to the desire of many people to spend their retirement 
mostly in their countries of origin. 

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
5 Others include countries UK, USA, India and Lebanon.
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7.1 Introduction
Declines in fertility and mortality have created a compressed demographic transition with a growing 
trend towards survival into later life, and a larger proportion of elderly people in the population (Bloom 
and Canning 2008). In Sierra Leone, elderly people play key traditional roles in society especially 
in making decisions in the households they live in. It is expected that the living arrangements the 
elderly experience in traditional societies include living with their children and mostly taking care of 
their grandchildren. The living arrangements of elderly persons are largely influenced by culture, 
marriage, widowhood, divorce and remarriage as well as female labour force participation and 
modernization.   

7.2 The living arrangements of the elderly population

In a typical Sierra Leonean traditional setting, the elderly have the role of head of the household. 
Thus, they are expected to assume both economic and social leadership and responsibility of the 
household. To maintain the family’s lineage and right to customs and traditions, elderly persons take 
the responsibility of headship and lead the family in major decision-making and perform relevant 
religious and traditional rites. 
However, one major challenge to the headship and leadership role of the elderly is their economic 
status. If the elderly person is economically poor, he or she loses that status to a junior family 
member who is economically stronger. Ownership of a house is also an important consideration. 
Owning a house, especially in rural settings. places the elderly person in a vantage position in 
decisions relating to the overall well-being of the family. 

In addition, the composition of the household in terms of size and economic status of the members 
goes a long way in determining the well-being of the household. They can either promote or affect 
the economic well-being of the elderly.  

7.3 Household headship and relationship to the household head

The 2015 PHC collected data on relationship to the head of the household. From Table 7.1, three 
out of every five (60 per cent) elderly persons were heads of their households. As elderly people get 
older, the responsibility of heading a household reduces due to the loss of physical strength and at 
times memory. This is evident in Table 7.1:  elderly people get older (especially at 90+ years), less 
than half of them are heads of households. 

CHAPTER 7: LIVING ARRANGEMENTS, HOUSEHOLD 
COMPOSITION AND DWELLING CONDITIONS OF THE 
ELDERLY POPULATION

 33



Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

%

Age group
Total 

elderly 
population 

65–69 70–74 75–79 80–84 85–89 90+ 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Head 60.0 64.8 60.0 62.2 54.3 57.1 49.1

Spouse 7.2 10.3 7.7 5.8 4.9 4.1 3.0

Son/ daughter 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0

Sister/ brother 3.5 3.5 3.7 3.2 3.5 3.1 3.3

Nephew/niece 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8

Parent 14.5 10.1 13.8 14.6 18.7 18.7 22.1

Uncle/aunt 1.8 1.6 1.9 1.8 2.2 1.8 2.0

In-law 3.9 3.0 4.0 3.8 5.2 4.7 4.6

Grandparent 3.6 1.8 3.2 3.5 5.3 5.7 7.7

Stepson/ 
daughter 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Other 3.9 3.1 3.9 3.8 4.4 3.7 6.7

Not related 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.7

Total 246,284 73,617 65,495 39,691 31,344 15,881 20,256

Table 7.1 Percentage of the elderly population by relationship to head of 
household

Table 7.1 presents a detailed analysis of the main types of relationships of household members 
to the head of the household, in households where an elderly person lives. From the table, 
14.5 per cent of the household members are parents of the household head whereas 7.2 per 
cent of them are spouses to the head of the household. A small and insignificant percentage 
of household members  –  0.1 per cent and 0.2 per cent respectively –  are stepsons and 
stepdaughters of the heads of household. 

7.4 Household composition

The size of the household indicates the extent to which the extended family system is being 
upheld. A little over 6 out of every 10 of households in which an elderly person lives have six or 
more people (Table 7.2).
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Households Total

Age 
group 1 2 3 4 5 6+ % Count

Total elderly population

65–69 3.0 5.2 7.5 9.4 11.3 63.5 100.0 73,617

70–74 2.9 5.3 7.6 9.8 11.2 63.2 100.0 65,495

75–79 3.2 5.2 7.4 9.7 11.5 63.2 100.0 39,691

80–84 3.0 5.7 7.8 9.5 11.3 62.6 100.0 31,344

85–89 3.3 5.5 7.3 9.4 11.7 62.8 100.0 15,881

90 + 3.1 5.6 7.7 9.2 11.1 63.3 100.0 20,256

Total  7,491  13,159  18,626  23,501  27,874 155,633 246,284 246,284

Male

65–69 3.5 5.0 6.6 8.7 10.8 65.4 100.0 36,345

70–74 3.2 4.8 6.7 9.2 11.0 64.9 100.0 30,556

75–79 3.5 4.6 6.8 9.4 11.2 64.5 100.0 20,012

80–84 3.1 5.6 7.2 9.5 11.2 63.5 100.0 13,168

85–89 3.4 4.6 7.0 9.4 11.4 64.2 100.0 7,256

90 + 3.1 5.8 7.6 9.1 11.4 63.0 100.0 9,333

Total  3,910  5,827  7,965  10,655  12,919  75,394 116,670 116,670

Female

65–69 2.5 5.5 8.4 10.0 11.8 61.7 100.0 37,272

70–74 2.6 5.7 8.4 10.3 11.4 61.7 100.0 34,939

75–79 2.8 5.7 8.0 9.9 11.7 61.8 100.0 19,679

80–84 3.0 5.8 8.3 9.5 11.3 62.0 100.0 18,176

85–89 3.2 6.2 7.6 9.5 11.9 61.6 100.0 8,625

90 + 3.2 5.4 7.7 9.3 10.8 63.6 100.0 10,923

Total  3,581  7,332  10,661  12,846  14,955  80,239 129,614 129,614

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census

Table 7.2 Average size of household with an elderly person by sex of 
household head 
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Irrespective of the age group, the majority of the households (over 60 per cent) in which an elderly 
person lives have six or more members dwelling there. The story is the same in terms of sex of the 
household head as more than 60 per cent of the households in which an elderly person lives have 6 
or more people. About 20 per cent of these households have between four and five members while 
about 13 per cent have two or three members. What this tells us is that almost all the elderly persons 
live with at least one person in the household. However, there are some elderly people (about 3 per 
cent) who live alone. For those living alone, the table shows that the proportion of elderly females in 
the age group 65–79 years who live alone is slightly higher than their male counterparts. 

7.5 Dwelling and living conditions

The dwelling and living conditions go a long way to affect the overall well-being of the population of a 
country, especially the elderly. If there are many slums and poverty-stricken areas in a country, it has 
implications for the health status and eventually the productivity level of the people in that country.  
The dwelling and living conditions of the elderly are important considerations in understanding 
the basic facilities needed by them in their dwellings as some may not even be able to walk long 
distances to access them. In this section, we will examine the type of dwellings the elderly people 
live in and the kind of facilities they enjoy. 

7.5.1 Types of dwelling

Generally, in Sierra Leone, the type of dwelling will determine two things: firstly, the level of affluence 
of that individual and secondly, the kind of facilities available for use. The results show that about 
57.6 per cent of the elderly lives in separate houses followed by 19.9 per cent who lives in flats/
apartments. In addition, 9.7 per cent and 6.1 per cent live in compound and semi-detached houses 
respectively (Table 7.3). 

Table 7.3 Percentage of elderly persons’ households by age and type of dwelling 

Age group
Total 

elderly 
population 

(%)

65–69 
(%)

70–74 
(%)

75–79 
(%)

80–84 
(%)

85–89 
(%)

90+ 
(%)

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Separate house 57.6 59.5 59.2 61.3 60.1 62.0 59.4

Semi-detached house 6.1 5.9 5.9 5.6 6.2 5.9 6.0

Flat/apartment 19.6 18.9 18.8 18.1 17.6 17.5 18.8
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Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Age group
Total 

elderly 
population 

(%)

65–69 
(%)

70–74 
(%)

75–79 
(%)

80–84 
(%)

85–89 
(%)

90+ 
(%)

Compound house 
(rooms) 9.7 8.7 9.3 8.5 9.6 8.4 9.1

Huts/buildings 
(same compound) 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.4 2.5 2.5

Huts/buildings 
(different compound) 1.4 1.6 1.4 1.6 1.2 1.6 1.5

Tent 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.1 0.8 1.0

Improvised home 
(kiosk container, 
board, pan-body)

1.3 1.0 1.2 0.7 1.1 0.8 1.1

Uncompleted 
building 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6

Other 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.3

Total  73,617  65,495  39,691  31,344  15,881  20,256 246,284

This pattern is the same across all the five-year age 
groups, that is, a majority of the elderly population 
lives in separate houses followed by flats or 
apartments, compounds and semi-detached houses. 
About 0.6 per cent of the total number of elderly 
persons live in uncompleted buildings. 

The main source of lighting in the dwellings of the 
elderly population is presented in Table 7.4. 
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Age group
Total 

elderly 
population 

(%)

65–69 
(%)

70–74 
(%)

75–79 
(%)

80–84 
(%)

85–89 
(%)

90+ 
(%)

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Electricity 12.3 14.7 12.0 12.5 10.1 8.6 12.3

Gas 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.2

Kerosene 1.4 1.4 1.5 1.4 1.6 1.5 1.4

Generator 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.7

Battery /
rechargeable light 81.5 79.2 81.9 81.6 83.6 84.7 81.5

Candle 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2

Wood 2.0 1.8 2.0 1.9 2.1 2.3 2.0

Solar 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8

Other 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 1.1 0.9

Total 73,617 65,495 39,691 31,344 15,881 20,256 246,284

Table 7.4 Percentage of elderly persons’ households by main source of lighting for 
the dwelling  

From Table 7.4, about four out of every five elderly persons’ households use batteries or rechargeable 
light to light their dwellings. Less than one per cent of them (0.7 per cent) use generators to light 
their dwellings, which are used mostly by the rich. A little over 1 in 10 (12.3 per cent) of households 
of elderly persons depend on electricity to light their houses. This is, however, more common in urban 
areas where homes are connected to the national grid. 

The analysis further suggests that over three out of every four households of elderly persons use wood 
as their main source of cooking fuel  (Table 7.5). In addition, 20 per cent of them make use of charcoal 
as their main source of cooking fuel. However, combining the use of charcoal and wood represents 
about 98 per cent of the main sources of cooking fuel used by the households in which an elderly person 
dwells.  This clearly means that almost all the households with elderly persons use either charcoal or 
wood for cooking. The pattern is the same across all age groups of elderly persons in Sierra Leone.

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census
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Table 7.5  Percentage of elderly persons’ households by age group and main 
source of cooking fuel 

Table 7.5 further indicates a very low use of electricity in the dwellings of elderly persons in the 
country as only 0.3 per cent of households of the elderly people have access to it for cooking. 
These may be the relatively affluent households who have both access to electricity and the ability 
to afford its use for cooking.  The use of liquefied gas is equally low, with 0.6 per cent of the 
households for the elderly population making use of it for cooking.
 
7.5.2 Access to other facilities and amenities

Access to toilet facilities is crucial in the life of every person. This again can be used to determine 
the standard of dwelling in which an individual is living. From Table 7.6, the most common toilet 
facilities that are accessible to households where the elderly people live are the communal pit (51.6 
per cent), private pit (21.6 per cent) and the outdoors i.e., bush/river bed (14.9 per cent). These 
three types of toilet facilities provide access to about 90 per cent of elderly persons’ households 
in the country.
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Age group 65–69 
(%)

70–74 
(%)

75–79 
(%)

80–84 
(%)

85–89 
(%)

90+ 
(%)

Total 
(%)

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Electricity 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.3

Gas 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.6

Kerosene 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.6

Charcoal 24.1 19.6 20.4 16.5 18.5 15.1 20.2

Wood 73.6 78.3 77.3 81.4 79.4 83.2 77.6

Crop residue 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1

Saw dust 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1

Solar 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1

Animal waste 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Other 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.2

Total 73,617 65,495 39,691 31,344 15,881 20,256 246,284

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 Population and Housing Census



Table 7.6 Percentage of elderly persons’ households by age group 
and type of toilet facility used   

Source: Statistics Sierra Leone, 2015 
Population and Housing Census

Table 7.6 reveals that most households of the 
elderly population may be poor, as these types 
of toilet facilities are usually found in poor 
households or communities. This analysis does 
not show any marked variation across age groups.  
There is also a very low usage of flush toilets as 
just 3.5 per cent of the households of the elderly 

population use this facility: 2.9 per cent and 0.6 
per cent respectively for private flush inside and 
private flush outside the dwelling.  The private 
bucket form of toilet facility is the least used by 
households where the elderly persons live.

Type of toilet facility 65–69 
(%)

70–74 
(%)

75–79 
(%)

80–84 
(%)

85–89 
(%)

90+ 
(%) Total

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Communal-VIP 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.4 1.2 1.4

Communal-flushed 
inside 2.9 2.6 2.5 2.1 2.4 1.7 2.5

Communal-flushed 
outside 1.7 1.4 1.5 1.3 1.3 1.1 1.5

Communal-pit 51.3 51.7 51.7 51.7 52.0 51.6 51.6

Communal-bucket 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2

Communal-bush/
river bed 14.0 15.2 14.4 16.0 14.6 17.2 14.9

Communal-other 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.7

Private-VIP 1.2 1.2 1.1 1.0 0.9 0.7 1.1

Private-flushed inside 3.6 2.7 2.9 2.2 2.5 2.0 2.9

Private-flushed out-
side 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.6

Private-pit 21.4 21.3 22.2 21.7 22.4 21.8 21.6

Private-bucket 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1

Private-other 1.0 1.0 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0

Total 73,617 65,495 39,691 31,344 15,881 20,256 246,284
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Chapter 8: CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
8.1 Conclusions

The analysis of the 2015 PHC of Sierra Leone 
provides an updated profile of the elderly 
population in the country. Sierra Leone’s elderly 
population has grown in absolute terms though 
not in proportionate terms. In 2015, there were 
246,284 (3.5 per cent) elderly persons aged 65 
years and above living in Sierra Leone out of 
a total population of 7,092,113. The number 
of elderly persons is increasing as evidenced 
in the period between the last census in 2004 
and the 2015 census. The end of the civil war 
coupled with improvements in the health sector, 
reductions mortality levels and a decline in 
fertility have led to increased life expectation of 
the population across all age groups. 
 
Overall, the elderly population is composed of 
116,670 males and 129,614 females respectively, 
representing 47 per cent and 53 per cent. It 
shows that there are more females than males 
in Sierra Leone among the elderly population as 
evidenced by the sex ratio in all the ages. The 
sex ratio decreases from 97.5 males per 100 
females in the age group 65–69 to 85.4 males 
per 100 females for the age group 90 years and 
above.

The characteristics and needs of the elderly 
population vary by their background and socio-
economic characteristics. The very old cohorts 
of the elderly population are predominantly 
females and they constitute a higher proportion 
of the widowed that will need some special 
assistance. 

The majority of the elderly population resides 
in the rural areas characterized by poor living 
and dwelling conditions as most of them live 
in houses where toilet facilities are communal 
pits. Overall, only about 17.7 per cent of the 
elderly have attended school, leaving over 80 
per cent who have never attended school, a 
demonstration of their poor socio-economic 
conditions. Ageing is accompanied by a process 

of loss of physical and other abilities leading 
to health problems that affect everyday life. In 
general, 19,339 (7.9 per cent) of elderly people 
reported living with disability. 

With regard to marital status of the elderly 
population, the 2015 census data reveal that 
almost three out of every five elderly persons 
are married and 14.4 per cent and 43 per cent 
are in monogamous and polygamous unions 
respectively. The results also show that elderly 
females live longer than their male counterparts, 
explaining the relatively larger share of widows 
(33 per cent) among the elderly population. Of 
the 81,274 elderly persons who were reported to 
be widows, 90 per cent were females while only 
10 per cent were males. The higher proportion 
of widowed females to males among the elderly 
suggests a higher remarriage rate among the 
males after they lose their spouses or partners. 
Although this applies to all elderly, not just 
widows and widowers.  In addition, the limited 
access to education during their childhood and 
youth explains their high levels of illiteracy. 

Since the elderly are faced with declining health 
conditions, poor housing, high illiteracy and 
challenging financial situations, the situation 
calls for more attention to understanding 
the dynamics and needs of the elderly. This 
requires action by the Government and other 
stakeholders to address the socio-demographic, 
economic, cultural and living conditions of the 
elderly.  
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8.2 Policy recommendations 

The African Union’s 22nd Ordinary Session in 
1999 discussed among other things the issue 
of population ageing on the continent. This 
culminated in the continent’s Policy Framework 
and Plan of Action on Ageing. 

At the global level, the Madrid International 
Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) was designed 
to respond to the needs, challenges and 
opportunities of population ageing in the twenty-
first century and to create a more supportive 
society for all age groups. Sierra Leone has 
been working hard on this front and one such 
case was the National Ageing Policy prepared 
by the Ministry of Labour and Social Security to 
address the needs of the elderly population in 
the country. Other initiatives  by Sierra Leone are 
the establishment of the National Social Security 
and Insurance Trust to provide financial security 
for the working population after retirement; 
the National Social Safety Net programme for 
the aged who are poor, providing basic cash 
transfers to them; and the Social Protection 
Policy for the most vulnerable that provides 
financial and livelihood support and improved 
access to social services.    

The problems the elderly population faces will 
continue to increase if current trends continue 
in a modernizing Sierra Leone. Increasing 
urbanization and the emergence of the nuclear 
family system coupled with the fading away 
of the extended family system imply that the 
traditional support system may no longer be 
available to sustain livelihoods in old age. It 
is, therefore, necessary for the Government of 
Sierra Leone and other stakeholders to adopt 
policies that will address the challenges faced 
by the elderly population. One such policy would 
create awareness about the socio-economic 
implications of the ageing process and create 
a  conducive environment for the elderly to live 
a decent life including constructing old people’s 
homes that are well supported, having medical 
personnel to handle their challenging health 
needs and so on. 

   
Sierra Leone as a country needs to show 
preparedness in meeting the needs of the 
growing number of elderly people to avert 
greater social and economic problems in the 
future. As the census results have shown,  
the majority of the elderly are informal sector 
workers, implying that they are not members of 
the National Pension Scheme. The Government, 
therefore, needs to strengthen its safety net and 
national social protection programmes to make 
strong provisions for the elderly. As people grow 
older, they are prone to many degenerative and 
chronic diseases, hence the need to strengthen 
and provide quality health care. The proposed 
National Social Health Insurance Scheme that 
provides free coverage for the elderly is a step 
in the right direction.  
 
Structurally, the Government, together with 
different stakeholders needs to strengthen 
the capacity at the national level to respond 
adequately to the needs of the elderly, and 
support data collection and research efforts 
geared towards the formulation of appropriate 
policies and programmes.



43

There are policy implications for the sex 
distribution of the elderly by residential status. 
As we have more females than males among 
the elderly population, and they are living in 
rural areas more than urban areas, policies and 
programmes that cater for the rural poor should 
be advanced. Supporting peasant farming with 
micro-finance programmes will go a long way 
to help. Sustainable programmes that have a 
long-lasting impact on the lives of the elderly 
must be implemented, including having an 
uninterrupted social safety net and social 
health insurance schemes. National policies 
and programmes on ageing should always take 
into consideration differences in sex and place 
of residence of the elderly population. 

Other priority policy areas for the elderly 
population will be improving the housing and 
living environment for them. As most of them 
are still heads of their households, adequate 
housing can promote good health and improve 
their well-being. There is need, therefore, to 
improve on their income security and, above 
all, enhance a better social welfare system for 
them. 
Finally, while the Government and other 
stakeholders have initiated numerous 
programmes aimed at meeting the needs of 
the elderly, these programmes are not properly 
coordinated. Presently, the Ministry of Labour 
and Social Security, Ministry of Social Welfare, 

Gender and Children’s Affairs, and the Ministry 
of Health and Sanitation coordinate the welfare 
of the elderly people. There is, therefore, the 
need for one ministry to coordinate the affairs 
of the elderly population. The recently adopted 
draft national policy on ageing should be given 
utmost attention and support to ensure that 
those guidelines are followed in detail for 
implementation. 
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