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Introduction

How do young people across Africa engage with 
the rural economy? What are the implications of  
this engagement for their efforts to build their 
livelihoods, and for their futures, for society and 
for rural areas? These are the questions that 
motivate this book and the research that underpins 
it. Such questions will be of  interest to researchers, 
policy makers, development professionals and 
others concerned with the well-being and aspir-
ations of  young people, with their search for 
employment and decent work, and with the 
relationship between schooling and work. Indi-
viduals working on rural poverty and food security, 
agriculture and rural development – and rural 
transformation more broadly – should certainly 
be interested in rural young people’s lives and 
livelihoods, and the futures they imagine for 
themselves. Finally, a more nuanced under-
standing of  young people’s engagement with the 
rural economy can help to ground debates about 
demographic change, including migration and 
urbanization, and provide a much needed reality 
check of  common assumptions and narratives 
concerning youth, conflict and radicalization.

The fact that a number of  these same  
concerns – including education, decent work 
and migration – are integral to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), and that several of  

the SDGs speak directly to the situation of  youth, 
demonstrates the central place that young 
people have come to occupy in development  
debates and policy. Indeed, there is a growing 
body of  youth- focused scholarship, policy ana-
lysis, implementation guidance and programme 
evaluations – as well as a plethora of  youth- 
targeted development initiatives. Taken together, 
these suggest that youth in rural Africa are 
being taken seriously, and it appears that this 
focus will continue well into the future. Whether 
they are being taken seriously for the right 
reasons, and whether they are well served by the 
policy and development investments made in 
their name, are important points of  debate.

The book’s ambition is to advance the under-
standing of  young people as social and economic 
actors in rural Africa. It does this through new 
empirical analyses, both quantitative and quali-
tative, involving a significant number of  rural 
young people across multiple countries. These 
new analyses are brought to bear on the narra-
tives and debates that frame and channel much 
of  the current interest in youth-specific policy 
and investment.

At this point, readers might be asking them-
selves, ‘With the recent publication of  Creating 
Opportunities for Rural Youth (IFAD, 2019) and 
Youth and Jobs in Rural Africa: Beyond Stylized 
Facts (Mueller and Thurlow, 2019), do we really 
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need another book on African rural youth?’ Our 
response is an emphatic ‘Yes’, based primarily 
on the fact that neither of  these two works bring 
the histories, lives, voices or imagined futures of  
rural youth into the equation. Youth and the 
Rural Economy in Africa: Hard Work and Hazard 
begins to address this critical lacuna.

To allow the voices of  young people to emerge, 
this book both starts with different questions 
and draws from an expanded set of  intellectual 
and conceptual traditions, and data sources. For 
example, the first question Mueller et al. (2019) 
pose in Youth and Jobs in Rural Africa: Beyond Styl-
ized Facts is, ‘Are rural youth active participants 
in the national growth process?’ They go on to 
ask how their involvement in agricultural tech-
nology adoption, rural income diversification 
and urban migration ‘affect rural transform-
ation’ (Mueller and Thurlow, 2019, p.3). It is 
clear from this that while the book investigates 
‘the role of  rural youth in sub-Saharan Africa’s 
(SSA) development’ (Mueller and Thurlow, 
2019, p.3), the primary interest is in national 
growth processes and rural transformation, not 
youth. This explains the prominence given to 
Timmer’s four-stage model of  agricultural trans-
formation (Timmer, 1988) and the striking ab-
sence of  any theoretical or conceptual treatment 
of  youth as social and economic actors. Mueller 
and Thurlow (2019) and IFAD (2019) rely almost 
exclusively on survey data collected through ex-
ercises that generally were not designed with a 
particular youth focus in mind.

In contrast, in Youth and the Rural Economy 
in Africa: Hard Work and Hazard we start with the 
simple question, ‘What are rural young people 
doing?’ In placing their actions, and their views 
about those actions, at centre stage, we make no 
assumptions about what they should be doing, 
how or where they should be doing it, or what 
their motivations should be. This is not to say 
that we approached the research without pre-
conceptions or hypotheses – indeed, as will  
become clear, we draw on a wide array of  concep-
tual insights and disciplinary approaches. While 
not abandoning microeconomic analytical 
frameworks and survey data analysis, we have 
made a conscious effort to bring these together 
with relevant literature from the broader social 
sciences including anthropology, sociology, social 
geography, youth studies, gender studies, educa-
tion and policy studies, and with a wider range of  

data and modes of  analysis. In so doing we have 
sought to grapple with the heterogeneity – of  
rural areas, family contexts and young people – 
which is still largely overlooked by the majority 
of  policy-oriented analyses.

This chapter proceeds as follows. The next 
section situates the current interest in Africa’s 
rural youth, and the place of  this book, within 
the broader discussion of  policy narratives. It 
then identifies seven narratives about rural 
youth in SSA that channel much contemporary 
policy and development intervention. Following 
this the argument that runs through the book is 
outlined. The key conceptual resources that the 
various chapters draw upon are briefly intro-
duced in the following section. The last section 
provides a brief  summary of  each of  the subse-
quent chapters.

Policy Narratives

What they are and why  
they matter

As with all policy problems, policy and interven-
tions relating to rural youth in SSA are built 
around narratives or stories (Roe, 1991, 1995; 
Jones and McBeth, 2010). Narratives are central 
to policy processes, serving as an important ve-
hicle for organizing and communicating policy 
information (Shanahan et al., 2011). They set 
out the problem, explain why it has arisen and 
propose how it should be addressed. A successful 
policy narrative – one that is memorable, taken up 
and integrated into policy and public discourse – 
cuts through complexity and heterogeneity, and 
sets nuance aside. In this way it provides a com-
pelling and powerful framing, a justification and 
call to arms. It is particularly important to note 
that a successful narrative will foreground cer-
tain solutions or interventions (or development 
pathways), while explicitly or implicitly de-
legitimizing others.

Narratives provide a lens through which to 
view and make sense of  a complex and perhaps 
threatening problem. Successful, compelling nar-
ratives are often constructed around a memor-
able word or phrase: for example, phrases like 
‘youth bulge’, ‘demographic dividend’, ‘farming 
as a business’, ‘digital native’ and ‘waithood’ are at 
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the core of  the key narratives about rural youth in 
SSA. Narratives are about communication and 
persuasion, and they are acutely political. They 
are constructed, disseminated and used with the 
aim of  promoting a particular perspective on a 
problem and a set of  preferred solutions. As such, 
a narrative will serve or advance the interests of  
some individuals, groups and coalitions, while 
seeking to thwart the interests of  other actors.

Policy narratives can be thought of  as 
dominant (hegemonic) or alternative (emer-
gent). However, it is usually not useful to think 
of  them as true or false, right or wrong. Around 
all important development issues – like rural 
youth in SSA – there is just too much hetero-
geneity, too many unknowns and too many 
legitimate differences in perspective, for any 
necessarily simplistic narrative to be true in all 
or most contexts. Ultimately, this does not mat-
ter because the job of  a narrative is not to con-
vey truth, but to be believable, to stimulate and 
facilitate a policy response, and to promote cer-
tain responses over others. It is nevertheless 
important to critically examine policy narra-
tives with the aim of  understanding, for ex-
ample, how they foreground or background 
different groups (e.g. male or female youth) in a 
variety of  rural situations (e.g. high or low 
potential areas), and how they drive policy re-
sponses in particular directions (e.g. toward the 
youth themselves and away from structural 
problems). How narratives are used to advance 
the interests of  some groups over others is a 
particularly important area for research.

Specifically, this book, with its focus on 
youth in the rural economy, is interested in 
(i) how dominant narratives align with the dif-
ferent realities of  young people’s lives in a range 
of  rural contexts; (ii) how they promote certain 
possible responses and close down discussion of  
others; and (iii) the politics around their use. 
This approach to development narratives is dif-
ferent from fact checking, ‘myth busting’ or 
‘telling myth from fact’ (Christiaensen, 2017; 
Christiaensen and Demery, 2018; Mabiso and 
Benfica, 2019). While these exercises are also 
important, they often fail to appreciate the pol-
itical nature of  policy narratives, and that in 
policy processes, ‘a good narrative is worth a 
thousand facts’.

The relationship between narrative and 
evidence is complex and often awkward: an 

evidence-based narrative is not necessarily the 
most desirable or the most powerful tool. Too 
much attention to the detail and nuance of  the 
evidence, the sense that every individual story or 
village is unique, makes it impossible to construct 
a strong narrative. This is why ‘essentialism’ is at 
the core of  the most powerful policy narratives. 
Phillips (2010, p.47) defines essentialism as ‘the 
attribution of  certain characteristics to every-
one subsumed within a particular category’. In 
the narratives addressed in this book, essential-
ism is expressed through statements like ‘African 
youth are…’, ‘rural areas in SSA are…’, ‘agricul-
ture in SSA is…’ and ‘Africa’s youth bulge is…’. 
Essentialism is de rigueur for a compelling policy 
narrative, but it provides a very poor basis for 
evidence generation, policy development or 
investment decisions.

As will become apparent, and despite the re-
cent upsurge in published work, there is little dir-
ect evidence with which to cleanly interrogate some 
of  the most important narratives around youth 
and the rural economy. The challenge is magnified 
by a lack of  clarity around key concepts and cat-
egories (i.e. ‘youth’, ‘migration’ and ‘aspirations’), 
and the considerable heterogeneity both among 
young people and rural spaces. A closely related 
challenge is that because the evidence base is so 
patchy, research findings from a detailed study in a 
particular setting can subsequently be projected 
across an entire region, country or the whole 
subcontinent. While nationally representative 
household survey data address some concerns 
(see Chapter 2, this volume), they also raise 
others (Carletto and Gourlay, 2019).

Key narratives about rural youth  
in sub-Saharan Africa

Debate about, and actions to address, the chal-
lenges associated with youth in rural SSA are 
framed by a number of  powerful and persistent, 
and in some cases, contradictory narratives. 
This section introduces seven of  these narra-
tives that are central to this book and that are 
taken up in more detail in subsequent chapters. 
To a greater or lesser extent, they are linked 
together, and in some cases, they overlap: in 
both public and policy discourse they are often 
combined.
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This is the central narrative that frames every 
aspect of  the current discussion about African 
youth. It is particularly compelling because it 
portrays a potentially dangerous, ‘on-rushing 
future’ (de Wilde, 2000; Jansen and Gupta, 
2009). This view is premised on a conceptual-
ization of  youth, and in particular, unemployed 
male youth, as rebellious and a threat to  
domestic social and political stability, and to 
international relations through uncontrolled 
migration. Female youth are rarely captured in 
this narrative, except if  they are seen to trans-
gress sexual and moral boundaries voluntarily 
or through coercion. The link between the youth 
bulge, youth unemployment and security has 
been part of  the academic narrative for almost 
two decades (cf. Cole, 2011) and was also high-
lighted in a speech by Ghana’s President, John 
Mahama, in 2013:

We need to take the issue of  youth unemployment 
very seriously, so every country should put 
youth unemployment on its national security 
agenda. Because if  plans are not rolled out to 
ensure that you engage the youth then you can 
have a problem in terms of  destabilisation and 
social deviancy.i

However, within the narrative, the threat is 
neatly offset by the potential for a ‘beckoning 
future’ that is prosperous and peaceful. For the 
beckoning future to become a reality, the ‘demo-
graphic dividend’, a one-off  economic windfall 
associated with the youth bulge generation suc-
cessfully entering the labour market or becom-
ing entrepreneurs, must be realized (Drummond 
et al., 2014).

Debates around this narrative address both 
the threat and the promise. There is, for example, 
disagreement about the potential size and 
uniqueness of  Africa’s youth bulge (Bloom and 
Williamson, 1998; Yazbeck et al., 2015; AfDB, 
2016; Baah-Boateng, 2016). There is also con-
siderable contestation regarding the purported 
relationship between youth unemployment, 
civil unrest and radicalization (Brück et al., 
2016), as well as the potential magnitude of  and 
likelihood of  achieving the demographic dividend 
(Eastwood and Lipton, 2011; UNFPA, 2014; 
Yazbeck et al., 2015; Ahmed et al., 2016; Losch, 
2016; Bloom et al., 2017).

Box 1.2. Youth are leaving rural areas en 
masse.

What is the problem? Large numbers of, particu-
larly male, youth are leaving their home rural 
areas and migrating to towns and urban centres. 
This poses a threat to the agricultural sector and 
food security, to rural communities, to the mi-
grants themselves who are vulnerable in their 
new urban surroundings, to urban areas, and to 
political stability.

Why or how has it arisen? Long-term neg-
lect of rural areas (urban bias) has left these 
areas devoid of infrastructure and services (water, 
electricity, health, communications). School cur-
ricula neglect (or worse, denigrate) farming and 
rural life. All things urban are glorified in the 
media. There is a lack of successful rural role 
models.

How should the problem be addressed? 
By making rural areas more attractive through 
investment in infrastructure and services; by 
supporting agricultural modernization and agroin-
dustrial development; by changing young peo-
ple’s perception of rural areas and agriculture 
(i.e. ‘mindset change’ and sensitization); by 
better equipping young people to take advan-
tage of the abundant rural opportunities (i.e. train 
them and build their skills).

Box 1.1. Africa’s ‘youth bulge’ – a defining 
challenge of our time.

What is the problem? SSA is experiencing a 
historically unprecedented ‘youth bulge’ (a very 
high proportion of the total population being 
within a specified age bracket, such as 15–25). 
The subcontinent’s resulting youthfulness is 
associated with both opportunities (the potential 
‘demographic dividend’) and threats (e.g. un- or 
underemployment, increased international migra-
tion, risks of civil unrest and radicalization). 
A large population of disaffected African youth 
could have significant negative domestic and 
international repercussions.

Why or how has it arisen? A slow and late 
demographic transition.

How should the problem be addressed? 
Given that the majority of young people in SSA 
still live in rural areas, agricultural and rural 
policy will be particularly important if policy 
makers are to capture the opportunities and 
avoid the threats associated with the youth 
bulge. Specifically, they must invest in rural 
areas, invest in rural young people and pro-
mote agroindustry.
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At the heart of  this narrative is dissatisfac-
tion, and the idea that it breeds within the yawn-
ing gap between young people’s rising aspirations, 
and their perception of  the limited opportunities 
available to them in rural areas. Specifically, 
because of  increased educational opportunities 
and digital connectivity, too many rural young 
people have had their eyes diverted toward 
post-secondary education, professional jobs and 
urban life. While migration of  young men is 
sometimes acknowledged as a ‘rite of  passage’ – 
part of  becoming an adult – and remittances can 
be invested in the rural economy, overwhelm-
ingly, it is the negative effects of  migration that 
are emphasized. This is a straightforward crisis 
narrative, with migration portrayed as a threat 
to everything from the agricultural sector to the 
young people themselves. It is also a narrative 
that is manifestly gender blind, referring to 
youth as a gender-neutral category but repre-
senting only the male experience. The female 
experience of  migration or of  leaving rural 
areas, within the framework of  marriage or the 
extended family, is seldom mentioned.

There is much to be considered in this  
narrative. Migration and mobility – in all their  
forms – have been well-established facts of  Afri-
can rural life for many decades. Young people 
leave home for many reasons, including to access 
schooling and a broader range of  educational op-
portunities. In many parts of  rural West Africa, for 
example, short distance, seasonal movement has 
long been central to young people’s efforts to 
build their livelihoods. Historically, these mobili-
ties are gendered; young men often begin their 
migratory trajectories by working on farms and 
in mines, while young women mostly take up do-
mestic work in urban areas, first for a relative 
then moving into other waged work as they gain 
skills (Jacquemin, 2012; Lesclingand and Hertrich, 
2017). Whether their absence affects farming 
depends on the gender division of  labour on the 
farm and on collective and individual inclin-
ations to facilitate a return to work on the family 
farm during the labour-intensive periods (Linares, 
2003). However, their remittances are import-
ant factors in some families’ relocation to rural 
towns and their reliance on hired farm workers 
or sharecroppers.

Equally problematic is the lack of  direct 
evidence that the rate of  youth migration has in-
creased (indirect evidence on changing migration 

rates is provided by: FAO, 2015; Jedwab et al., 
2017; Arslan et al., 2018), or that there has 
been significant change in types or forms of  
migration. Similarly, there is no evidence of  
widespread rural depopulation. In any case, not 
all dissatisfied youth are able to leave, even if  
they want to, because they lack the social net-
works or financial resources. Finally, a signifi-
cant proportion of  rural migrants go to other 
rural areas (Mberu, 2005; Potts, 2013), suggest-
ing that the aversion to agriculture and rural life 
is overstated.

As will become evident in the chapters that 
follow, there are many young people actively 
building livelihoods in rural areas, and they do not 
universally or generally express a wish to leave.

This narrative is closely linked to the previ-
ous one, which suggests that large numbers of  
young people are leaving rural areas. It also high-
lights the gap between rising aspirations and 
the realities of  much smallholder farming: hard, 
dirty, physical work, with poor and uncertain 
returns, and no respect or recognition from the 
broader (read ‘urban’) society. A more nuanced 
version of  the narrative suggests that the problem 
is not with farming per se, but rather that young 
people do not want to farm like their parents.

Box 1.3. Youth do not want to farm.

What is the problem? Young Africans are turning 
their backs on farming. This is a problem for the 
agricultural sector and food security; and for the 
young people themselves, because for some 
decades to come, only agriculture and agrifood 
industries will be able to provide the employment 
opportunities they so badly need.

Why or how has it arisen? Failure of small-
holder agriculture to modernise, to embrace 
technology, mechanization and markets; as a 
result, farming remains hard, dirty and poorly 
paid work. School curricula neglect (or worse, 
denigrate) farming and agriculture. All things 
urban are fetishized in the media. There is a 
lack of successful rural role models.

How should the problem be addressed? 
Use policy to make agriculture economically 
attractive; change mindsets so that farming is 
approached ‘as a business’; promote engagement 
with value chains; promote the use of technol-
ogy (agricultural and digital); reduce drudgery; 
provide training and develop new skills; make 
farming ‘sexy’.
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There are a number of  studies suggesting 
that a significant proportion of  rural youth do not 
aspire to become farmers (Anyidoho et al., 2012; 
Petesch and Rodríguez Caillava, 2012; Tadele 
and Gella, 2012; Leavy and Hossain, 2014; Temudo 
and Abrantes, 2015; BMZ, 2017; OECD, 2017; 
Yeboah et al., 2017; Elias et al., 2018). Debates 
revolve around different understandings of  aspir-
ations, and the degree to which aspirations drive 
(or even inform) choices, decisions and/or out-
comes. However, there is also some literature 
suggesting that in some situations young people 
are actively pursuing or have an interest in agri-
cultural livelihoods (e.g. Berckmoes and White, 
2014; Andersson Djurfeldt et al., 2019; Ruiz 
Salvago et al., 2019; Yeboah et al., 2020).

This narrative runs counter to elements of  
the narratives ‘youth are leaving rural areas’ 
and ‘youth do not want to farm’ outlined above. 
Critically, it stresses ‘push’ factors (limited access 
to productive resources, and thus economic 
opportunity) as opposed to ‘pull’ factors (for 
example, the lure of  professional jobs and urban 
environments). Rooted in historical, evolutionary 
and political economy perspectives, the research 
that underpins this narrative is not preoccupied 
with changing aspirations, but rather with the 
changing agrarian context. The argument is 
that increases in population density, processes of  
commodification (of  crops and land) and associated 
changes in generational relations are making it 

increasingly difficult for young people to access 
land and begin to build an agrarian livelihood 
(Amanor, 2010: Berckmoes and White, 2014: 
Berckmoes and White, 2016: Kosec et al., 2016, 
2018: Scoones et al., 2019).

An extension of  this narrative suggests that 
even if  land is available, an inability to access 
credit, technology and markets inhibits young 
people’s farming. The implication here is that 
young people are being discriminated against 
simply because they are young. However, the ar-
gument can be made that in many rural areas, 
nobody – young or old – has much access to 
formal credit, etc., and thus the fact that young 
people do not have access is not a very compelling 
basis for policy or intervention.

This narrative, which tends toward a new 
‘rural prosperity gospel’ (Sumberg et al., 2020) is 
rooted in a vision of  a modernized, transformed 
agricultural sector. The vision bundles together in-
vestment in infrastructure, with the use of  new 
technology (from seeds and mechanization, to digi-
tally delivered weather and prices), entrepreneur-
ship, engagement with agricultural value chains, 
and perhaps most important of  all, the emergence 
of  a new ethos of  ‘farming as a business’.

However, in many if  not most rural areas 
there is a real gap between this future vision and 

Box 1.4. Youth want to farm but cannot access 
land.

What is the problem? Young people are leaving 
agriculture and rural areas, not because they 
want to, but because they cannot access land. 
In effect, they are ‘land scarcity migrants’.

Why or how has it arisen? Increasing rural 
population density creates pressure on land; trad-
itional inheritance rules result in fragmentation 
of holdings; processes of commodification block 
channels through which young people have 
traditionally accessed land; the older generation 
will not make unused land available to the 
younger generation; and land markets are gen-
erally weak or non-existent.

How should the problem be addressed? 
Provide young people with privileged access to 
land to get them started; support development 
of land markets; change inheritance rules.

Box 1.5. Rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa are 
brimming with opportunity that young people 
just do not see.

What is the problem? Growth in international, 
regional and national demand, linked to urban-
ization and changing patterns of consumption, 
creates significant opportunities for producers 
and processors of agricultural products in Africa. 
However, rural young people are unaware of 
these many and varied opportunities for work and 
livelihood building. This is a problem because it 
fuels dissatisfaction and rural out-migration, and 
robs the rural economy of the ‘best and brightest’.

Why or how has it arisen? Historic neglect of 
rural areas; school curricula that denigrate farm-
ing and rural life.

How should the problem be addressed? 
Develop ‘inclusive’ agricultural value chains; build 
an entrepreneurial culture; revise school curric-
ulum to highlight rural opportunity and role models; 
raise awareness; and invest in training and skill 
development.
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the current reality. This then raises the question: 
‘Even if  the investment and political commitment 
are forthcoming, when will future generations 
of  rural youth actually benefit?’ Acknowledge-
ment of  the gap between vision and reality leads 
to a somewhat less optimistic variant of  the 
narrative: for some years to come young people 
will find work in and around agriculture because 
they will continue to live in rural areas, and 
there is nothing else that can provide employment 
on the scale needed (Filmer and Fox, 2014). In 
this view, engagement with the rural economy is 
about making the best of  a less than optimal 
situation; in many ways, as will become apparent 
in the chapters that follow, this sums up much of  
what is observed across the subcontinent.

This narrative is constructed around the 
essentialist proposition that youth – as a group – 
are different (i.e. from older people), in that they 
are particularly innovative and have a special 
orientation toward the adoption of  technology 
(cf. Sumberg and Hunt, 2019). Given the widely 
held assumption that technological change will 
drive productivity enhancement and rural 
transformation, it is then only logical that young 
people must be at centre stage. Indeed, an argu-
ment that is associated with this narrative is that 

without a special focus on young people and 
their capacity to act as positive ‘agents of  
change’, there will likely be no transformation.

In addition to linking to broader debates 
about the relationship between age and innovative 
or creative behaviour, this narrative suggests that 
it should be possible to observe meaningful differ-
ences in how young people farm in SSA compared 
to older people (see Chapter 6, this volume).

In the book The Time of  Youth: Work, Social 
Change and Politics in Africa (2012), Alcinda 
Honwana used the notion of  ‘waithood’ to cap-
ture a sense of  disrupted and delayed youth tran-
sitions (‘waithood’ had been used earlier by 
Singerman (2007), and Dhillon and Yousef  
(2009)). Based primarily on interviews conducted 
in Mozambique, Senegal, South Africa and 
Tunisia, she described waithood as:

[…] a prolonged and uncertain stage between 
childhood and adulthood that is characterized 
by their inability to enter the labour market and 
attain the social markers of  adulthood [p.19]. 
[…] Waithood is a neither-here-nor-there 
position in which young people are expected to 
be independent from their parents but are not 
yet recognized as social adults. No longer a brief  
transitional stage in the life-course, waithood is 
becoming a permanent condition, as many 

Box 1.6. Youth hold the key to rural transformation.

What is the problem? Rural economies in SSA 
are already going through a transformation that 
includes a shift from production for own con-
sumption to production for the market, increas-
ing productivity, value upgrading and the like. 
However, the pace of transformation is very 
slow, which results in continuing poverty, dissat-
isfaction, pressure to migrate, environmental 
degradation, etc.

Why or how has it arisen? Technology pro-
motion efforts have been focused on older, prin-
cipally male, farmers (the ‘household head’), but 
these individuals are often conservative, have 
little motivation to innovate, and just do not 
understand the opportunities associated with 
‘digital agriculture’.

How should the problem be addressed? 
Target technology promotion efforts at young 
people because they are innovative and quick to 
adopt new technology; also, because they are 
‘digital natives’, young people are particularly 
well placed to turn the promise of digital agricul-
ture into reality.

Box 1.7. Youth are stuck in ‘waithood’.

What is the problem? The majority of young Af-
ricans are living in ‘waithood’, ‘a prolonged and 
uncertain stage between childhood and adult-
hood that is characterized by their inability to 
enter the labour market and attain the social 
markers of adulthood’ (Honwana, 2012, p.19).

Why or how has it arisen? The social con-
tract between the state and its citizens has broken 
down because of unsound economic policies, 
bad governance, corruption and the erosion of 
civil liberties. This breakdown prevents young 
people from transitioning to adulthood and be-
coming active, fully-fledged citizens.

How should the problem be addressed? 
Young people are in waithood but they are not 
passive. Through their involvement in social and 
political movements they are rejecting formal 
politics and the corruption that characterizes it; 
protesting and making revolution; challenging 
the modernity project; and negotiating new 
terms of membership into the global community.
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young people remain stuck in this in-between 
situation. Indeed, waithood is becoming a new 
but socially attenuated form of  adulthood [p.20].

(Honwana, 2012, pp.19–20)

Along similar lines, but based on work in India, 
Jeffrey (2010) talks about young people ‘doing 
timepass’ (‘a means through which young men 
mark their social suffering and begin to negoti-
ate unemployment’ (p.477)). And Sommers 
(2012) suggests that young people in Rwanda 
are ‘stuck’ due to a lack of  jobs and restricted ac-
cess to productive resources that draw out or 
postpone transitions from youth to adulthood.

Honwana made and has repeated a specific 
claim – that ‘the majority of  young Africans 
today live in waithood’ (Honwana, 2012, p.20; 
Honwana, 2019, p.8). This is a very big claim: 
taken at face value it suggests that across Africa 
there are at least 210 million people between the 
ages of  15 and 35 who are living in waithood 
(UNEP, 2019), and unable to move on with their 
lives (although, as Honwana stresses, they are 
not inactive). The claim is important because it 
provides the foundation for her arguments and 
reflections concerning young Africans’ aspir-
ations, economic activities and citizenship, and 
the steps that should be taken to address Africa’s 
youth crisis (see Chapter 8, this volume). It is 
also significant because it has become integrated, 
as fact, into policy discourse.

The Argument

As these narratives are used to justify and pro-
mote particular interventions (and marginalize 
others), they have a profound effect on policy 
processes and the choice and design of  interven-
tions. This book is organized around the most 
prominent of  these narratives.

The argument developed through the chap-
ters that follow is that:

• As should be expected, given the heterogen-
eity in people and place, there is a significant 
disjuncture between the dominant narra-
tives around young people’s engagement 
with the rural economy, and the diversity of  
what is observed across rural SSA.

• Specifically, the central story is not about 
young people leaving rural areas and the 
rural economy, but rather about the many 

millions who are working hard, often in dif-
ficult conditions, to build rural-based and 
rural-inclusive livelihoods. There are few 
signs that these young people are stuck in 
permanent waithood, or generally looking 
to leave rural areas.

• These efforts, and the resulting livelihoods, 
are: gendered in important ways; reflect 
widespread disappointment in and failure 
of  the education system; often combine on-
farm, off-farm and non-farm activities; and 
in many cases the agricultural engagement 
does not appear to be prioritizing ‘farming 
as a business’ and/or engagement with 
agricultural value chains.

• They also reflect the central role of  hazard, 
events or idiosyncratic shocks in the lives of  
rural youth (as distinct from the shared 
shocks that, for example, typify rainfed 
smallholder agriculture). This raises import-
ant questions in relation to thinking about 
aspirations, preferences, choice, decision 
making and the exercise of  agency. It also 
poses significant challenges for develop-
ment policy and practice.

• In contrast to the dominant narratives, most 
rural young people imagine futures for them-
selves in which agriculture and/or the rural 
economy play important roles. However, in 
these imagined futures they are often not 
actually doing the farming, but rather 
managing labour while they themselves 
pursue trading or other activities.

• Finally, we argue that these insights have 
profound implications for youth policy, 
social policy, agricultural and rural policy. 
Specifically, there is an important disjuncture 
between the vision of  the rural economy 
and rural livelihoods that underpin policy, 
and the futures that young people imagine 
and are in the process of  enacting for them-
selves and their communities. Rethinking the 
current tendency for constructing rural 
youth as another ‘target group’ for develop-
ment, to be served by youth-specific inter-
ventions, should be a top priority.

Conceptual Grounding

This section provides a brief  introduction to the 
concepts and frames that underpin the book’s 
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analysis of  young people’s engagement with the 
rural economy. These are further developed and 
nuanced in the individual chapters.

Generational and life course  
perspectives on youthii

A generational perspective offers a way to under-
stand youth as belonging to a distinct social group, 
and in relation to other social groups (Hopkins 
and Pain, 2007; White, 2015; Huijsmans, 2016). 
Generations were established as a subject of  
interest by Karl Mannheim, when he articulated 
the notion that a cohort of  people born around a 
similar time may share certain formative experi-
ences, perspectives, relationships and identities 
that situate them uniquely in relation to other 
generations (Mannheim, 1952). Everyone is 
part of  a generation and is therefore enmeshed 
in intra- and intergenerational relations. Cultural 
norms, as well as negotiations, struggles and 
outright conflict between generations, define the 
mutual rights and obligations of  each gener-
ation in relation to others – an ‘intergeneration-
al contract’ (Huijsmans, 2016). In particular, 
relationships with older generations strongly de-
termine whether, when and under what terms, a 
member of  a younger generation can obtain and 
use resources, express her or himself, exercise 
independent choices and make decisions, and 
build a different kind of  life. The concept of  
‘social navigation’ has been proposed as a way 
to examine how young people attempt to negoti-
ate intergenerational relations, to ‘disentangle 
themselves from confining structures, plot their 
escape and move towards better positions’ (see also 
Christiansen et al., 2006; Vigh, 2006, 2009, p.419).

In addition to being part of  a generation, 
each individual life passes through a succession 
of  phases, each being both distinct (i.e. marked 
by specific experiences and challenges), and a 
time of  evolution and change that connects the 
preceding and following phases. Life phases and 
the transitions between them are socially and 
culturally constructed. Few real lives unfold pre-
cisely in the ways anticipated by bureaucratic, 
medical or legal categories (such as child, adoles-
cent, young adult; above or below the age of  
majority, etc.), which are usually based on age- 
defined norms and assumptions. The youth 
phase is typically framed as a period of  particularly 

rapid and fundamental transition, characterized 
by physical and cognitive growth and transform-
ation, a great deal of  learning, a substantial ex-
pansion of  social networks and the building of  
social capital. In many if  not all societies, mar-
riage and child-rearing are normal expect-
ations of  youth, or key signifiers of  a transition 
between youth and adulthood. For most individ-
uals, the transition from childhood through youth 
to adulthood is marked by increased independ-
ence, autonomy and responsibility. These transi-
tions are usually relative and incremental rather 
than sudden and complete, yet in some contexts, 
such as rural SSA, many young people and espe-
cially young women, ironically, do not experi-
ence this period of  ‘youth’ or only do so to a 
limited extent. Rather, they transition more dir-
ectly from childhood into something more akin 
to adulthood (with childbearing and marriage 
sometimes coming during adolescence, teen-
agers leaving school and becoming economic-
ally active and/or independent, forming inde-
pendent households, etc.).

While there may be important legal, bur-
eaucratic and policy reasons for defining youth 
as sitting between specific lower and upper age 
boundaries,iii this makes little sense from a socio-
logical or cultural perspective (see, e.g. Bourdieu, 
1993). Our focus in this book is on young people 
in the early stages of  livelihood building. Practic-
ally speaking, this means that of  the 416 people 
who participated in individual interviews in the 
main International Fund for Agricultural Devel-
opment (IFAD) Youth Study (see Chapter 2, this 
volume) 86% were less than 30 years old. For 
the analysis of  nationally representative survey 
data, where clear age cut-offs are required, 
youth have been defined as being between 18 
and 24 years old.

In line with the generational perspective, in 
this book we see young people not as isolated, 
autonomous actors, but as deeply enmeshed in 
diverse social and economic relationships. The 
vast majority are first and foremost part of  fam-
ilies, and initially largely dependent on others 
(their parents, carers and kin), and later with 
families of  their own and possible links to the 
family networks of  their partners. The import-
ance of  extended family and clan networks for 
young people in SSA has been widely recognized 
(Langevang, 2008). These networks can enable 
and facilitate, as well as constrain, and as with 
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interhousehold processes more generally, they are 
characterized by both collaboration and conflict 
(Seymour and Peterman, 2018; Acosta et al., 2019).

Family networks, including but not limited 
to parents, enable young people to attend school, 
are primary sites of  skill acquisition beyond for-
mal education (Yeboah et al., 2020), and provide 
access to land and capital (Flynn and Sumberg, 
2017). Existing studies have documented the 
importance of  kin networks in migration, and in 
finding work, securing apprenticeships and in 
accessing educational opportunities away from 
home (Langevang, 2008: Thorsen, 2013). Young 
women and men have expectations placed upon 
them and acquire various responsibilities to-
ward other family members, like contributing to 
the costs of  siblings’ education and taking care 
of  old and sick family members. While living in-
dependently in one’s own home and being able 
to provide for the family is central to many young 
Africans (Sommers, 2012), being able to fulfil such 
family-oriented expectations is also a priority.

In recognizing the importance of  social 
relationships, it is critical to also acknowledge 
the social dynamics that create and maintain 
hierarchies and markers of  social difference, 
both within and outside the household. Gender 
relations and behavioural norms interact and 
create dynamics that strongly shape the liveli-
hood activities considered appropriate for young 
women and men, the distribution of  labour and 
care responsibilities, land access and autonomy 
over earnings. Gender norms also come into play 
in decisions over whether and how to support 
the education or enterprises of  daughters and 
sons, sisters and brothers, and female and male 
partners, as well as decisions about migration 
(Chant and Jones, 2005; Carr, 2008; Doss et al., 
2015; Elias et al., 2018; Van den Broeck and 
Kilic, 2019). In addition to shaping all aspects of  
livelihood building, from aspirations and access 
to education and productive resources, to oppor-
tunities for mobility, these norms play a central 
role in setting out what it means to be a ‘good 
woman’ (Elias et al., 2018) and a ‘good man’.

School and education

A key axis of  our analysis is the role that education 
plays in lives, livelihoods and imagined futures 
of  rural youth in SSA. This is of  particular interest 

because education has been viewed as central to 
ensuring that young people’s potential as 
economic actors and citizens is directed in pro-
ductive ways. In response to the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), efforts were made 
across SSA to develop free universal basic educa-
tion. However, the rapid expansion of  the school-
ing system in many contexts proved to be at the 
expense of  education quality: primary enrolment 
in SSA soared by 75% between 1999 and 2012 
(UNESCO, 2015) but this increase was not 
matched by the development of  school infra-
structure or investment in teacher education. In 
addition to exclusions related to the quality of  
provision, location, religion, language of  instruc-
tion and ethnicity, practices of  schooling are 
deeply gendered, and schools are a persistent site 
of  gender violence (Dunne, 2007; Hum-
phreys et al., 2008). Many of  these issues are 
legacies of  the unequal ways that schooling was 
developed in SSA during colonial times (Dunne 
and Adzahlie-Mensah, 2015), which mean that 
education continues to benefit urban more than 
rural populations, the rich rather than the poor, 
and males rather than females (UNESCO, 2018).

Human capital theory (HCT) is the domin-
ant lens through which relationships between 
education and work have been considered. Many 
critiques of  both the evidence base and assump-
tions of  HCT have been voiced (Bennell, 1996; 
Marginson, 2019; McGrath et al., 2019). In edu-
cation (and work), multiple forms of  capital 
come into play, which are valued in ways that 
are context dependent, relational rather than 
universal, and not reducible to individual deficits 
(e.g. The World Bank, 2014). Attempts to isolate 
‘causal’ factors in an overgeneralized way fail to 
attend to their relational intersections, and in-
deed the relational character of  all social life. As 
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) argue, it is ‘the 
system of  factors, acting as a system’ which re-
quires analysis; for them it is ‘absurd to try to 
isolate the influence of  any one factor’ (p.87).

Alongside the complex intersections of  the 
fields of  education and work, Bourdieu’s theor-
etical frameworks generally offer important 
counter arguments to the individualization of  
deficit in dominant policy narratives about 
youth and education (see Chapter 7, this volume). 
Bourdieu illuminates the power of  schooling to 
produce and arbitrate on what comes to be seen 
as ‘individual merit’, dressed in the language of  
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ability, skills and competences. His theories show 
how education reproduces dominant norms and 
rationalities and gives legitimacy to social strati-
fication. He also helps understand the shifting 
value of  educational qualifications, whereby as 
more young people gain qualifications, their value 
in the job market diminishes, making social cap-
ital and the inherited cultural and economic 
capital of  the family additionally significant in 
the struggle for positioning in the market (Brown 
et al., 2011). Yeboah et al. (2017) and Ansell 
(2018) signal how the imaginaries of  youth in 
different contexts in the Global South often hold 
an idealized notion of  professional work which 
merits further exploration. Overall, however, 
there remains a paucity of  knowledge about 
rural youth’s perspectives on their education 
and how these relate to their imagined futures.

Mobility

The current moral panic in Europe, the US and 
elsewhere around international migration reflects 
a similar, long-standing and equally ambivalent 
stance toward the migration of  rural people in 
SSA. The historical sacrifices and contributions 
of  migration and migrants are celebrated, while 
today’s migrants and would-be migrants are de-
monized. Further, with specific reference to SSA, 
Kleist and Thorsen (2017) describe a ‘mobility 
paradox’ that arises because increased access to 
transportation and communication infrastructure 
exposes young people to seemingly attractive 
livelihood opportunities elsewhere, at the same 
time as global inequality and restrictive migra-
tion policies exclude (or discourage) many from 
participating even in legal circuits of  mobility.

The orthodox view frames rural young people 
as either ‘international’ or ‘internal’ migrants 
based on whether they move within or beyond 
their national borders, or as ‘left behind’ if  they 
remain in their community. Numerous other 
categories are commonly used to describe migra-
tion and migrants in SSA: independent, first-  
or second-generation, permanent, temporary, 
seasonal, rural-to-urban, rural-to-rural, stepwise,  
return, voluntary, forced, and many others. Accord-
ing to Van Geel and Mazzucato (2018), placing 
young people in one of  these categories, as is done 
in many studies, obscures the variation in mobility 
that characterizes young people’s biographies, 

and this variation is central to understanding 
the ways in which mobility is used by, and im-
pacts the lives of, rural youth. As is increasingly 
the case in the academic literature, in order to 
escape the intellectual tyranny of  these categor-
ies and the discourse they help to frame, the 
focus in this book is on mobility as opposed to 
migration. Whether as movement in search of  
land for agricultural production, cyclical liveli-
hood mobility, movement to towns in search of  
employment in the formal or informal sectors or 
entrepreneurial opportunities, or daily journeys 
to work (e.g. fishing), to school, or to meet friends, 
relations and business operators within the rural 
economy, mobility is – and has long been – as 
much a part of  rural life in SSA as farming. It is 
central to the lives of  many rural youth in SSA and 
shapes their experiences and future life chances.

Migration demands mobility, but mobility 
that is part of  livelihood building, or that enables 
beneficial engagement with the rural economy, 
does not necessarily mean migration.iv The 
literature on mobilities speaks of  ‘achieved mo-
bility’ as a source of  excitement, inclusion, thrills, 
temptation and perceived success but also as a 
cause of  fear, danger and exhaustion. On the 
other hand, ‘frustrated mobility’ is regarded as a 
source of  exclusion, despair, anger, and per-
ceived failure (Porter et al., 2010). While the mo-
tivations driving mobility, and the associated 
outcomes, involve complex, multiple and diverse 
realities, the anthropological and social geography 
literatures provide a generally positive view of  
mobility as a means for young people to access 
social and economic opportunities, as a rite of  
passage, a way to strengthen kinship ties, search 
for autonomy, and facilitate the transition to 
adulthood (Hashim, 2005; Hashim and Thors-
en, 2011; Beazley, 2015; Van Blerk, 2016).

The authors of  Youth and the Rural Economy in 
Africa: Hard Work and Hazard do not take a norma-
tive moral stance, explicit or implicit, that rural 
young people are or would be better off  if  they 
stayed in the countryside, or that reduced rural- to-
urban mobility is necessarily good for society, the 
economy, urban areas or rural communities.

Imagined futures, future selves, aspirations

The aspirations of  young rural Africans have re-
ceived some attention in the rural development 
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research literature, motivated by the under-
standing that: (i) increasing levels of  education 
and connectivity fuel rising aspirations; and (ii) 
to a greater or lesser degree, aspirations inform 
decisions about education, employment, marriage, 
migration and so on.

This literature generally leaves unquestioned 
the conceptual and theoretical dimensions of  as-
pirations and their links to behaviour, and the 
associated methodological and interpretive chal-
lenges. In contrast, such dimensions are import-
ant concerns within the sociology and youth 
studies literatures (Zipin et al., 2015). Hardgrove 
et al. (2015), for example, argue that alterna-
tives to aspirations, including ‘imagined futures’, 
‘future selves’ and ‘possible selves’, deserve atten-
tion because they provide ‘a theorization of  the 
link between imagined possibilities in the future 
and motivation to act in the present’ (p.163). 
Specifically, they argue that the notion of  pos-
sible selves provides a pathway to investigate 
how imagined futures become motivational, in-
fluencing the actions of  young people, not only 
in the immediate but also toward the imagined. 
This thus provides a broader theoretical under-
standing of  the agency of  young people as they 
negotiate (navigate) transitions within the pre-
sent and toward the future. The idea of  possible 
selves is that they are underpinned by individual 
and social experiences, and combine a mixture 
of  conceptual explanations that dwell on the 
value of  opportunity structures, motivations, 
socio-cultural based meanings and self-concept 
(Erikson, 2007). Thus, while aspirations as a 
concept may appear ‘vague’ and ‘inflated’, and 
not very well grounded in structured positions 
within society, possible selves are more rooted in 
present circumstances and past experiences. 
They ‘encompass within their scope visions of  
desired and undesired end states’ (Markus and 
Nurius, 1986, p.959), and are rooted in personal 
exposure and experiences, as well as interper-
sonal relationships that could enable the individ-
ual young person to imagine what her or his life 
could become.

Key to the debate about young people’s en-
gagement with the rural economy is the extent 
to which imagined futures or aspirations shape 
the livelihood building process. In contrast to 
much of  the literature on youth in SSA, the ana-
lysis in this book privileges imagined futures over 
aspirations, as a window on young people’s 

thinking about their futures in general, and their 
engagement with the rural economy in particular.

Opportunity structures, agency,  
hazard and performance

Mainstream microeconomic theory is built on 
the notion of  a rational, utility-maximizing in-
dividual who, within some bounds, is free and 
able to exercise choice. Information availability, 
the nature of  the decision making processes, 
and how to avoid ‘bad’ decisions, are key con-
cerns. This rational choice perspective is chal-
lenged by sociological perspectives that empha-
size the embeddedness of  individuals in social 
relationships. Additionally, within applied eco-
nomics and political science work in developing 
country contexts, an increasing prevalence of  
experimental work informed by behavioural 
economics has identified many areas where 
human behaviour deviates systematically from 
that predicted by standard neoclassical eco-
nomic theory (Carter, 2016; Kremer et al., 
2019; Streletskaya et al., 2020).

In relation to the initial phases of  livelihood 
building, a useful starting point is the theory of  
‘occupational allocation’, also referred to as 
opportunity structure theory (Roberts, 1968, 
2009). The central tenet is that the job oppor-
tunities available to school leavers become ‘cu-
mulatively structured’, and Roberts theorized 
that what he called ‘opportunity structures’ act 
to create distinct routes that govern both young 
people’s entry into the labour force and sub-
sequent career progress. These opportunity 
structures emerge from a web of  determinants 
including place, family origins, gender, ethnicity 
and education, and labour market processes. It is 
not so much that opportunity structures leave 
the individual with no room for manoeuvre, but 
rather that for most young people who are poor, 
poorly educated, and/or socially or geographic-
ally marginalized, it is likely that their room for 
manoeuvre will be very tightly constrained. Due 
to this structuring, Roberts (1977) argued that 
it is a mistake to overemphasize the role of  aspir-
ations and choice in determining how young 
people enter the labour market, particularly in 
landscapes of  constrained opportunity. Indeed, he 
put it even more starkly: ‘Neither school leavers 
nor adults typically choose their jobs in any 
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meaningful sense: they simply take what is avail-
able’ (p.3). Some years later he elaborated:

Choice is not irrelevant, but it fails to explain 
enough. It cannot account for the contexts, 
including the labour market contexts, in which 
young people make their choices, and it cannot 
identify the different limits within which 
different groups of  young people choose.

(Roberts, 2009, p.362)

The main implication of  opportunity structure 
theory is that aspirations, choice and individual 
responsibility are simply not very useful foci for 
policy. Change in how young people enter and pro-
gress in the labour market will come about, not as 
a result of  higher aspirations, altered preferences, 
better choices or better skills; rather, it is the op-
portunity structures that need to shift, and this 
implies fundamental social and economic change.

Bourdieu’s concepts of  ‘habitus’ and ‘field’ 
are particularly relevant as they capture the rela-
tionship between individual agency and social 
forces. Field encompasses the structures, stand-
ards and norms in the environment, and habitus is 
the social process through which individuals be-
come socialized (Bourdieu, 1984; Navarro, 2006). 
Habitus is neither a result of  free will, nor overly 
determined by structures, but rather created by 
the interplay between the two, over time (Bourdieu, 
1984, p.170). Habitus is created and reproduced 
unconsciously, ‘without any deliberate pursuit of  
coherence… without any conscious concentra-
tion’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p.170). Moreover, habitus 
is about a ‘full internalization of  social experience’ 
(Pettit, 2016, p.96): past experiences, beliefs and 
norms are embodied, and influence people’s ideas 
and practices. Therefore, while a rational choice 
perspective assumes that individuals will consider, 
even experiment with, all possible actions, through 
habitus the individual gives disproportionate 
weight to (or perhaps only sees) some of  these 
options, influenced by past experience that has 
shaped her or his very rationality (Bourdieu, 1980; 
Pettit, 2016). Habitus thus influences perceptions 
and preferences and here we can link back to the 
point made above: gender norms influence young 
women’s and young men’s aspirations and im-
agined futures.

In addition to ideas around the interplay 
of  structure and agency, we also draw on the 
notion of  ‘hazard’ as developed by Richards (1986). 
Richards conceived of  hazard as including acci-
dents, weather events and mistakes that have (or 

could have) negative impacts, and in some cases, 
these might be cumulative. For example, a fam-
ily illness that then affects farming operations 
represents hazard, as would early rains that dis-
rupt land preparation, or a decision to plant a 
late maturing crop variety in what turns out to 
be a dry year. The notion of  hazard has much in 
common with the idea of  ‘idiosyncratic risks’ (or 
idiosyncratic shocks) in the economics literature 
(Dercon and Krishnan, 2000). While common 
or covariate shocks affect whole communities or 
countries by reducing household income, con-
sumption, and/or the accumulation of  productive 
assets, an idiosyncratic shock affects only one 
individual, household or family. Idiosyncratic 
shocks can arise in the economic sphere (e.g. 
crop failure or loss of  employment), or through 
ill health, family break-up and crime. Dercon 
(2002) notes that ‘even within well-defined rural 
communities, few risks are purely common or 
idiosyncratic’ (p.143). An important difference 
shown by Richards between hazard and idiosyn-
cratic shock is that he included mistakes in the 
former, while they play no part on the latter.

As will become evident, the lives of  many 
rural children, and their subsequent efforts as 
young people to build their livelihoods, are 
affected by hazard. The death of  a parent or 
guardian, parental divorce, frequent relocations 
that disrupt school attendance, a parent’s inabil-
ity or refusal to pay school fees, early pregnancy: 
these everyday yet potentially life-changing events 
figure prominently in the lives and life histories 
of  rural youth. For the vast majority, neither in-
surance nor social assistance programmes, two 
formal mechanisms for risk management, are 
currently available.

Closely linked to the hazards of  everyday life 
is Richard’s notion of  performance (Richards, 
1989; Flachs and Richards, 2018). This entails 
serendipitous discoveries and processes that are 
the outcome of  practices – defined as socially- 
situated actions – with which people respond to 
unpredictable events.

Rural economic geography and  
engagement with the rural economy

Rural economic opportunity exists both on- and 
(increasingly) off-farm, and it has a strong spa-
tial dimension (Chamberlin and Jayne, 2013). A 
simple framework for thinking about the diversity 
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of  rural areas was proposed by Wiggins and 
Proctor (2001) who use differences in quality of  
natural resources and access to markets to char-
acterize current activities and potential future 
agricultural and rural development trajectories 
(Table 1.1). In a similar vein, the ‘development 
domains’ literature uses agricultural potential, ac-
cess to markets and population density to under-
stand ‘opportunities and constraints facing 
alternative rural livelihood options’ (Pender et al., 
2004, 2006; Chamberlin et al., 2006).

Frameworks like these are useful because 
they make explicit the critically important spa-
tial dimensions of  processes of  agrarian change 
including agricultural intensification, commer-
cialization and rural transformation more broadly. 
In so doing, they provide an important window 
on to the different ‘landscapes of  rural oppor-
tunity’ that confront young people and others 
(Sumberg et al., 2019; Abay et al., 2020).

Specifically, Table 1.1 leads to the gener-
ation of  hypotheses regarding the relationship 
between the level of  agricultural commercializa-
tion on the one hand, and the landscape of  rural 

opportunity on the other. For the sake of  argu-
ment, we can consider two ends of  a continuum 
of  rural economic dynamism – ‘hot spots’ 
(darker shading in Table 1.1) and ‘cold spots’ (no 
shading). The stylization shown in Table 1.2 
suggests a more diverse landscape of  opportun-
ity in hot spots, including high value crops, farm 
wage work, non-farm wage work and non-farm 
self-employment. At the same time, it is likely 
that there will be greater pressure on land in hot 
spots, which may restrict access of  some individ-
uals. It is expected that market-based mechan-
isms for land access (like rental markets) will be 
more important in hot spots than in cold spots.

The central concern of  this book is with 
young people’s engagement with the rural econ-
omy, and the focus is on the work or production 
side (as opposed to the consumption side) of  en-
gagement. Building on the previous sections, 
Fig. 1.1 shows how this engagement is concep-
tualized. At the centre of  the figure is a local rural 
economy with some combination of  farm and 
non-farm economic activities. Individuals who farm, 
gain access to land either through non- market 

Table 1.1. Rural diversity: a characterization, with most likely activities. Adapted from Wiggins and Proctor, 
2001. ‘Accessible’ areas include peri-urban and rural areas with good physical access to urban markets.

Quality of  
natural  
resources

Location characteristics

Accessible areas ‘Middle’ countryside Remote rural areas

Good Market gardening and 
dairying

Daily commuting to the city
Weekend recreation  

activities
Manufacturing industry may 

‘deconcentrate’ from city 
proper into this space

Arable farming and livestock 
production, specialized, with 
capital investment, producing 
surpluses for the market

[Same for forestry, fishing, 
mining, quarrying]

Tourism and recreation
Some crafts
Employment in off-farm 

economy
Migration (in or out)

Subsistence farming, with 
only the production of 
surpluses of high value 
items that can bear 
transport costs

Crafts and services for local 
markets

Tourism and recreation
Migration (out)

Poor As above: i.e. Market 
gardening and dairying

NB: Quality of natural  
resources not so  
important since capital can 
be used to augment poor 
land – e.g. by irrigation, 
fertilizer, greenhouses – 
when needed for intensive 
farming

Extensive farming, probably 
livestock

Probably lightly settled
Few jobs
Tourism and recreation
Some crafts
Migration (out)

Subsistence farming, low 
productivity, surpluses 
very small or nil

Lightly settled
Crafts and services for local 

markets
Tourism and recreation
Migration (out)
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(traditional land, family land, borrowing, etc.) or 
market (purchase, rental, sharecropping) ar-
rangements. Three labour arrangements are en-
visaged in relation to both farm and non-farm 
activities: unpaid labour, self-employment and 
wage labour. Finally, the kinds of  activities under-
taken, means of  accessing land, and labour 
arrangements are mediated by opportunity 
structures, gender, economic vibrancy, agency, 
hazard and an individual’s imagined future.

Chapter Summaries

Youth and the Rural Economy in Africa: Hard Work 
and Hazard proceeds as follows.

Chapter 2 (Oosterom, Chamberlin and Sum-
berg) focuses on the different empirical windows 
that have been used to study young people’s 
economic lives and livelihoods. A selection of  
primarily quantitative, primarily qualitative and 
mixed method studies is analysed in terms of  the 

Table 1.2. Stylized contrast characterization of rural hot spots and cold spots.

Characteristic Hot spots Cold spots

Orientation of farming More commercial Less commercial
Distance to major markets Near Far
Population density Higher Lower
Social services, including schools Better Poor
Internet service Better Poor
Economic dynamism Higher Lower
Opportunities for high value crops More Few
Agric. input / service availability Better Poor
Opportunities for farm wage work More Few
Opportunities for non-farm self-employment More Few
Opportunities for non-farm wage work More Few
Land availability More restricted Less restricted

The rural
economy

Non-farm

Farm

Opportunity
structures

Gender

Im
agined

future

Vibrancy

Agency –
Hazard

Engagement through
wage labour

Engagement through
unpaid labour

Engagement through
self-employment

Engagement

through land
markets

Enga
gement

through non-

marke
t la

nd

arra
ngements

Fig. 1.1. Conceptualization of young people’s engagement with the rural economy. Courtesy of the authors.
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questions addressed, methods used and the scale 
of  the spatial analysis. Following this, the 
methods used in the research presented in this 
book are described and situated in relation to 
the larger body of  literature touching on youth and 
the rural economy. The final section makes some 
specific recommendations on how these windows 
and methods might be improved to gain greater, 
more policy-relevant insight on young people’s 
lives and livelihoods, in all their diversity.

Chapter 3 (Flynn and Sumberg) is motivated 
by the oft-repeated claim that rural young people 
are turning their backs on agriculture. To put 
this claim into perspective it explores how young 
women and men engage with the rural economy 
across a selection of  countries and contexts. In 
addition to unpaid domestic work, farm work 
and care roles, three broad patterns of  engage-
ment (or segments) emerge. Many young people 
combine some involvement in crop and/or live-
stock production with off-farm or non-farm 
employment, while others are not involved in 
agriculture at all, but engage only in non-farm 
self- employment and/or wage employment. A rela-
tively small number of  others engage only in 
agricultural activities. The chapter provides  
examples of  these patterns and explores the  
influence of  intensity of  agricultural commer-
cialization in shaping them.

Chapter 4 (Chamberlin, Yeboah and Sumberg) 
argues that land issues play a direct or indirect 
role in many if  not most rural ‘youth questions’ 
that are the focus of  policy discussion. This in-
cludes the changing ability of  young people to 
access land for starting out in farming, driven by 
increasing scarcity of  land, but also includes the 
broader transformations that are accompanying 
such scarcity. These transformations include the 
increasing commodification of  land and replace-
ment of  traditional access institutions with mar-
ket mechanisms. They also include expanding 
rural labour markets and rural mobility, chan-
ging farm size and characteristics, and the evo-
lution of  agricultural value chains and the farm 
and non-farm rural economies, all of  which are 
endogenously linked. This chapter lays out what 
we currently know, identifies areas requiring 
further empirical research, and some of  the data 
collection innovations that will enable such 
research.

Chapter 5 (Thorsen and Yeboah) uses the 
‘mobility paradigm’ to shift attention away from 

the deeply entrenched focus on transnational 
and irregular migration, and the relatively few 
rural young people involved in them. Rather, the 
chapter highlights the central role of  movement 
and relocations over shorter spatial and tem-
poral scales in many young people’s livelihoods 
and transitions. Using interview data, examples 
of  forced movement due to civil unrest, and mo-
bilities for education and/or work are explored, 
with a particular emphasis on gender differences 
and the role of  social control.

Chapter 6 (Chamberlin and Sumberg) uses 
household survey data to address three ques-
tions: How might we think about the notion that 
youth bring something new to farming? What 
aspects of  young people’s farming are visible 
with existing empirical windows? Do the young 
in SSA farm differently? The analysis provides 
some support for many of  the stylized assertions 
about youth in African agriculture. Young house-
holds are associated with marginally higher 
propensities for engaging with intensification 
practices and commercial orientations. However, 
the very limited magnitude of  these age effects 
suggests much caution should be exercised in 
making the argument that young people’s  
inherent vim and vigour are important and 
underutilized assets for agricultural growth and 
transformation in SSA.

Chapter 7 (Crossouard, Dunne and Szyp) fo-
cuses on formal education. After laying out the 
intellectual background for the importance of  
education in Africa’s development agenda, the 
chapter draws on qualitative research into youth 
livelihoods in four SSA countries to challenge a 
number of  key assumptions. First, it illuminates 
the extent to which young people value educa-
tion. It then turns to their lived experiences of  
juggling both schooling and work from an early 
age, highlighting the wide disparity between 
idealized notions of  ‘transition’ and the com-
plexities of  youth livelihoods. It then explores the 
gendered dimensions of  this social landscape, and 
how these produce different pressures that force 
young women in particular, out of  education. 
The chapter concludes with implications for 
young people’s current and future engagement 
with the rural economy, and for education policy.

Chapter 8 (Oosterom) interrogates the in-
creasingly popular notion of  waithood, and  
particularly the idea that most young people are 
stuck permanently in waithood because they 
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cannot enter the labour market. Based on empir-
ical data gathered from young rural women and 
men in Uganda, Ethiopia and Nigeria, the mean-
ing of  farming and other economic activities in 
their lives, particularly in relation to social sta-
tus, is presented. Other avenues for claim mak-
ing on social recognition, status and respect are 
then analysed, with a focus on marriage, family 
life, and active citizenship. Throughout the 
chapter the gendered nature of  the process of  
becoming a social adult is emphasized.

Chapter 9 (Yeboah, Crossouard and Flynn) 
explores the futures that rural young people 
imagine for themselves, and how they relate to 

both their current engagement with the rural 
economy, and the narrative that suggests a widely 
held desire to abandon agriculture and rural 
areas. Beyond imagined future economic activities, 
including farm and non-farm work, the chapter 
highlights the place of  education and migration 
in young people’s imagined futures.

Chapter 10 (Sumberg, Szyp, Yeboah, Oost-
erom, Crossouard and Chamberlin) synthesizes 
the main findings of  the seven empirical chap-
ters, and sets out their discursive and practical 
implications for policy, research and practice 
relating to youth, and to agricultural and rural 
development.

Notes

i President John Mahama’s presentation at a youth work session in Cotonou, Benin, on Ghana’s experi-
ence with unemployment and job creation, Friday 13 September 2013, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=yt4IdpWqxGE, accessed on 16 January 2021.
ii This section draws heavily on Glover and Sumberg (2020).
iii The UN mainly uses the 15–24 age range – ‘for statistical purposes’ – as its definition of youth, though 
some UN entities employ other definitions, such as UN Habitat which uses the 15–32 age range (UNDESA, 
n.d.). The UN also recognizes that the definition of youth varies across the world, and the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) itself acknowledges the ‘growing momentum’ to extend the definition up to the age  
of 29, given that not all young have completed their education and have thus postponed their entry into the 
labour market (ILO, 2015, p.1). Finally, the African Union, as stated in its ‘Youth Charter’, uses the 15–35 age 
range as its definition of youth (African Union Commission, 2006), though various African governments use 
different definitions (e.g. Kenya uses the 15–30 age range (Republic of Kenya, 2007), while Malawi uses the 
10–35 age range, stating that ‘the definition is quite flexible, bearing in mind the variety of parameters that 
could be used in categorizing the youth’ (Republic of Malawi, 2013, p.v)).
iv For example, Mueller and Lee (2019) use survey data to investigate youth migration, while defining as a 
migrant anyone who moves out of the household in which they were located in the previous survey round. ‘We 
further compare the distances travelled by migration pattern […]. The median distance that young (15–24) ru-
ral-[to-]rural male (female) migrants travel is 1.4 (1.4) kilometres in Malawi, and 0.2 (1.6) kilometres in Tanzania’ 
(p.31). In other words, more than half of the male, rural-to-rural ‘migrants’ in Malawi moved less than 200 m. 
This finding throws into stark relief the importance of distinguishing between migration and mobility.
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