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Liberia’s 14-year civil war resulted in immense levels of displacement and break-down of 
educational and economic systems. A consequent legacy is a large population of youth 
(defined in the Liberian context as those aged 15 to 35) with little formal education and few 
marketable skills. As a result, it is estimated that nearly eight out of ten youth suffer from 
either un- or underemployment.2 Mercy Corps’ Prospects program aims to address this 
problem through assisting younger and more vulnerable youth to develop pre-employment 
skills needed to prepare them to enter the job market or self-employment.3 This paper 
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PROSPECTS Program, Liberia 
Prospects is a youth empowerment program implemented by Mercy Corps and funded by 
Sweden and Chevron which works with youth, businesses, government, education 
institutions and other service providers to support Liberian youth to be better positioned to 
take advantage of employment opportunities and to gain economic and social 
empowerment. Prospects combines direct service delivery with efforts to stimulate positive 
systemic changes in terms of youths' role in the labour and job hiring markets. The program 
works across the full spectrum of youth demographics, engaging over 14,000 youth through 
a range of services, including psychosocial support, on-the-job training, entrepreneurial 
support, skills training and job matching services. See more information at 
prospectsliberia.com 
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presents initial findings from the pilot baseline survey conducted with participating youth.4 
The findings presented here are tentative and subject to revision based upon completion of 
the full baseline study. 

Livelihoods: Youth lacking faith in the system and in themselves 

The research highlights the extent to which lack of economic opportunities is a problem for 

youth. In particular, youth lack faith in the labor market, with just one in five youth 

perceiving there are sufficient employment opportunities for young Liberians. Youth also 

see the job recruitment system as being fixed, with more than one-third of respondents 

stating that they would not bother to apply for jobs for this reason. 

The problem is not simply one of perception of the 

larger system, however: this is coupled with youths’ 

low confidence in their own ability, with more than half 

of those surveyed believing that they lack the skills 

they need to get a good job. The survey results suggest 

that low self-esteem is pervasive amongst vulnerable 

youth, affecting approximately two-thirds. This 

reinforces a sense of despondency, as evidenced by 

the fact that nearly half of youth report dissatisfaction with their lives. Starkly, one in five 

males and one in three females stated that their lives could not get any worse than they are 

now.   

Previous research has linked adolescents’ self-esteem with their resilience: youth with 

higher levels of self-esteem and community engagement are better able to cope with 

stress, while individuals with low self-esteem are more likely to turn to avoidance strategies 

such as drug use when confronted with problems. These survey results therefore have 

serious implications in terms of youths’ ability to cope, considering that vulnerable youth 

are likely to face higher amounts of stress than other people their age.  

Abdicating responsibility to others but feeling isolated 

One possible explanation for this pessimistic outlook on livelihoods concerns participants’ 

lack of involvement in decision-making over their lives. More than half of youth reported 

that others make decisions about their income and education. This may connect to the fact 

that youth do not think they are responsible for ensuring their own life success: nearly two 

thirds (63 percent) of surveyed youth hold others accountable for that undertaking. 

Although it is difficult to ascertain the direction of causality between lack of confidence in 
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both the labor market and oneself on one hand, and assuming responsibility for livelihood 

outcomes on the other, it is feasible that these are in some way mutually reinforcing. 

Although youth look to others for successful life outcomes, they simultaneously report 

psychological isolation from their communities. Therefore, youth are in the position where 

they lack personal agency but also struggle to find support through their social 

surroundings. Notably, youth experience low levels of reciprocal relationships, commonly 

understood as social capital; fewer than half of youth report confidence that someone in 

their community would assist them if they had trouble providing food for their families.  

Underlying this is a deficiency of trust, a key measure of social capital, with two-thirds of 

female and half of male youth distrusting the majority of people in their community. While 

they lack support from their communities, youth also struggle to achieve influence within 

them: more than two-

thirds of those surveyed 

feel they have little or no 

power to improve their 

community if it is being 

governed poorly. In a 

society in which most 

employees are hired based 

on their personal 

connections with the 

employer, these feelings of 

detachment can have a 

profound impact on 

youth’s attitudes towards 

employment.5 Conceivably, 

youth are trapped in a 

vicious circle where social isolation reinforces lack of confidence in hiring practices and 

feeds disillusionment, which further undermines proactive job seeking behavior. 

Risk demographics: youth far from the capital and females 

The research findings suggest that two demographics are particularly susceptible to this 

combination of psychosocial vulnerability: youth living far from the capital and females.  

Youth living far from the capital, Monrovia, reported less confidence in their ability to gain 
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productive livelihoods and higher rates of reliance on others for financial support.6 Non-

Monrovia youth also reported higher feelings of isolation, higher rates of risky behavior and 

lower self-esteem. It is clear that youth with less access to the amenities in the capital 

suffer from greater psychosocial barriers to their well-being and that extra programmatic 

support to address these gaps is needed. 

The research also highlights considerable differences in skills areas between male and 

female youth, with females generally scoring lower than their male counterparts on 

measures of work readiness. Fewer females than males report they are able to support 

themselves and others in their household, and females are less confident in their 

employment prospects overall. Data gathered on income suggest these perceptions reflect 

reality; females earn less on average than their male peers (USD 14.34 compared to USD 

20.65 per week). When youth who reported having zero income are excluded, income 

levels are USD 17.57 for females compared with USD 26.48 for males. Female youth also 

report lower rates of basic financial planning practices7 and lower levels of assuming 

responsibility for their personal welfare. These findings emphasize the importance of paying 

attention to the differences in psychosocial issues affecting males and females when 

engaging with adolescents.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

As stated in the introduction, the findings presented in this paper are derived from a small 

sample of respondents, and as such must be treated with caution. These findings are likely 

to be adapted once the full baseline study, on which this paper is based, is completed. 

These indicative findings show that a shortage of self-determination, a lack of confidence 

both in their skills and the labor market, feelings of isolation, and low self-esteem combine 

to produce a context in which youth fail to look for work: just one in five males (19 percent) 

and one in ten females (9 percent) exhibit proactive job-seeking behavior. In turn, the stress 

of not having adequate employment likely reinforces these emotions, creating a cycle of 

dejection.  

To improve work readiness skills amongst the most vulnerable, youth programs should 

adopt psychosocial approaches that seek to address issues internal to youth such as agency, 

motivation, and self-esteem (human capital), while simultaneously assisting youth to 

achieve enhanced reciprocal relationships with others (social capital). Particularly in 
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countries where effective job seeking behavior often requires directly approaching 

employers and informal networking, the combination of enhanced self-drive and social 

linkages can help to unlock employment challenges. More specifically, program designers 

should consider the following: 

1. Boost youth self-confidence through building work and life skills, including planning 

and problem solving. 

It is important that programs address demoralization caused by a perceived lack of 

opportunities for economic stability and feelings of having little control over their futures.  

Activities that emphasize planning, leadership, and goal setting can encourage youth to take 

an active approach to determining their futures. Additionally, work readiness training and 

problem-solving exercises can help youth build confidence and provide them with the tools 

they need to be successful in the job market. Youth in Liberia have a bleak outlook on their 

prospects, but gaining a sense of control can have a profound impact on how they choose 

to take advantage of their opportunities. Armed with self-confidence, planning, and 

problem solving skills, youth are more likely to view their circumstances as something to be 

improved rather than accepted. 

2. Provide extra support for youth living outside the capital and map resources available 

in their communities. 

Youth who live further from the capital in Liberia have greater psychological barriers to 

success and are more prone to risky behavior. Programs need to account for these 

perceived disadvantages and make stronger efforts to help youth in these areas identify the 

resources and opportunities available to them in their communities. Activities that promote 

good decision-making and community engagement are especially important for these 

groups. These projects will help youth realize that although they don’t have the benefits of 

living near the capital, they still have the ability to improve their communities and can 

enhance their lives using the resources at their disposal. 

3. Assist young women in developing a sense of value within their communities by 

promoting confidence-building activities and challenging traditional gender roles. 

Young Liberian women are greatly impacted by a sense of hopelessness regarding their lives 

and futures. Many females believe others determine the outcome of their lives, and as a 

result they are not proactive in improving their situations. In order to address this issue, 

programs need to take action to challenge young women’s self-image as well as traditional 

beliefs about women’s roles in the household and community. 
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As with youth in general, activities that promote leadership, goal setting, and problem 

solving are important to boosting females’ self-confidence. Program staff should reinforce 

these ideas during each meeting with female groups and test that these skills are actually 

being learned. 

Furthermore, programs need to challenge traditional gender roles with both male and 

female participants. Since women are typically held accountable for caring for children and 

maintaining the house, they have less flexibility to pursue educational and income 

generating opportunities when they arise. Program staff should consistently question 

conventional ideas surrounding responsibilities within the home in order to create a space 

for women to feel like they can change their lives. 

About Mercy Corps 

Mercy Corps is a leading global humanitarian agency saving and improving lives in the 
world’s toughest places. With a network of experienced professionals in more than 40 
countries, we partner with local communities to put bold ideas into action to help people 
recover, overcome hardship and build better lives. Now, and for the future. 
www.mercycorps.org. 
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