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The Prospects program’s Employment and Entrepreneurship program seeks to improve employment 
outcomes for ‘work-ready’ youth in Liberia – young people of legal working age with at least some 
education who are seeking employment or self-employment. This paper explains how traditional 
concepts of ‘employment’ as a singular state do not apply in Liberia – rather, almost all young 
Liberians earn income from multiple sources, with a mixed livelihood or portfolio of work. The 
Learning Paper outlines the implications from a programming and M&E perspective, while outlining 
Prospects’ approach to dealing with the challenge. 

What does ‘employment’ mean in Liberia? 

In 2003, a World Bank report estimated unemployment in Liberia to be as high as 85 
percent, a figure which continues to be cited in major reports and economic outlook 
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assessments.1 Less than a decade later, an International Labor Organization (ILO) Labor 
Force Survey in Liberia concluded that the unemployment rate was only 3.7 percent.2 How 
is this possible? Had Liberia achieved the most remarkable employment shift in 
documented history over the course of 8 years? Unfortunately not – this discrepancy comes 
from two widely differing definitions of employment. 

One of these – correlating with the 85 percent figure – is based on a definition of 
employment based on contracts, formality, and fulltime work; things which largely don’t 
exist in economies like Liberia’s3. The other – associated with the 3.7 percent figure – is 
based on a definition including any work at all, paid or unpaid, during a given 
short reference period. While this may be a more realistic definition for a Liberian economy 
where 68 percent of employment takes place in the informal sector, 4  the form of 
‘employment’ it reports is unlikely to have the ‘transformational’ qualities of employment 
that the World Bank World Development Report 2013 (aptly titled, Jobs) claims work can 
have.5 Indeed a further 2013 ILO Work4Youth Survey found that 78.7 percent of Liberia’s 
working youth fall within the category of underutilised labor, and 77.9 percent are 
considered in ‘vulnerable employment’.6  Clearly, these black-and-white definitions do not 
help us to understand the complexity of the situation on the ground. So what does 
employment for youth really look like in Liberia?  

Early findings from the initial sample of 
participants in Prospects’ Employment and 
Entrepreneurship program baseline survey 
provide some insights.7 While just 0.7 percent 
reported having a full-time job with a written 
contract, fully 80 percent had some form of 
income from work-related activities. Our baseline 
therefore exhibits the discrepancy outlined above 
at an even more extreme level; unemployment 
could be understood either at as much as 99.3 
percent, or as little as 20 percent, depending on 
definitions. As this paper presents, employment 

                                                           

1 BTI (2014), ‘Liberia Country Report’. Available at: http://www.bti-
project.org/fileadmin/Inhalte/reports/2014/pdf/BTI%202014%20Liberia.pdf 
2
 ILO (2011), ‘Report on the Liberia Labor Force Survey 2010’. Available at: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/-

--dgreports/---stat/documents/presentation/wcms_156366.pdf 
3
 Indeed the ILO survey indeed had similar results in terms of formal employment, with only 18.1% of the Liberian 

workforce recognized as ‘paid employees’, and only a fraction of that with formal contracts and regular pay. 
4
 ILO (2011), ‘Report on the Liberia Labor Force Survey 2010’. Available at: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/-

--dgreports/---stat/documents/presentation/wcms_156366.pdf  
5
 The World Bank (2013), ‘World Development Report: Jobs’, Washington DC: World Bank.  Available at: 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTNWDR2013/Resources/8258024-1320950747192/8260293-
1322665883147/WDR_2013_Report.pdf 
6
 ILO (2013), ‘Labour Market Transitions of Young Men and Women in Liberia’, Available at 

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_228127.pdf 
7
 The baseline study follows a rolling design with the total sample amounting to 666 youth. The statistics presented in 

this paper are from a sample of 283 youth. 

While just one percent 
reported having a full-time 
job with a written contract, 

fully 80 percent had some 
form of income from work-

related activities. 
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Box 1 - Making it real: we dipped randomly into the 
survey data to present one individual’s mixed 
livelihood 
Joyce Kollie (pseudo-name) is a 21 year old high school 
graduate living in Grand Bassa county. In the past, she 
has held a full-time job, but not currently. She is far from 
economically inactive, however, but is engaged in a 
range of activities. Her primary source of income is the 
family business which sells clothes, for which she works 
approximately three days per week. In addition, she has 
a temporary job conducting polio sensitisation outreach, 
for which she is paid a small weekly stipend of around 
USD 4. Finally, she contributes to the family farm. 

really needs to be understood in less 
black-and-white terms. Those 80 

percent are certainly not ‘employed’ 
in the traditional sense, but also not 
fully unemployed either. In fact, as 
many as 46 percent of youth that 
reported one form of income had had 
at least two income sources, and 
twelve percent had three or more 
income source8 (not counting income 
received from friends and family, 
reported by a total of 71 percent of 
respondents).  

The figure below summarises the work portfolios held be Prospects beneficiaries at 
baseline. It is interesting to note that those with a single income source are not typically 
better-off than those with a portfolio of more than two activities. The chart also shows the 
limits of relying on a simple single measure such as ‘income’ to understand employment 
wellbeing: while the income levels of Prospects beneficiaries only appear to begin to change 
significantly once individuals are engaged in more than four activities, there may 
nevertheless be enormous differences in terms of ability to manage cash flow issues 
between those reliant on a single source of income and those able to spread out their 
income over several activities.  ‘Employment’ is therefore not a simple definition in Liberia, 
and we need better ways of defining it, as will be discussed next. 

 

                                                           

8
 Note that analysis of the data set suggests that income was under-reported, meaning that the true range of income 

activities are in fact likely to be more extensive that reported. 
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 ‘Portfolios of Work’ and ‘Mixed Livelihoods’ 

These findings on the employment status of Liberian youth mirror an emerging discussion 
from academics and practitioners on youth employment elsewhere in less-developed 
economies in Africa. The above statistics from Prospects’ baseline also support a growing 
acknowledgement that modern youth ‘employment’ is more complex and dynamic than 
rigid definitions offer; that young people are engaged in a variety of income generating 
activities at any one time, straddling the formal, informal and agricultural sectors, including 
family and micro enterprises.  

In a recent Working Paper, Chris Blattman and Laura Ralston define this livelihood strategy, 
combining multiple simultaneous income-generating activities as a ‘portfolio of work’9. This 
portfolio approach to livelihood development in less-developed economies (particularly in 
Africa) has arisen for multiple reasons: an obvious lack of fulltime jobs in the formal 
economy;10 an equally obvious lack of marketable skills for formal employment; imperfect 
labor markets and hiring practices through personal networks limiting access to formal jobs 
(particularly for females, for whom Prospects research has found are less likely to find work 
through contacts11); a high prevalence of seasonal earning opportunities; and a wealth of 
other reasons.  

Blattman and Ralston analyze this approach to income-generation as, ‘the best response to 
a bad situation’.12 They explain that many young Africans navigate an uncertain economic 
terrain, piecing together a suitable combination of income streams to satisfy their needs, 
responsibilities, and the evolving economy with its own vulnerabilities. This approach to 
employment has left some income opportunities, such as entrepreneurship, as 
disproportionately viable, although often out of necessity, rather than of aspiration. 
Economists Banerjee and Duflo have emphasized that such approaches make sense from a 
risk reduction perspective.13  

It should be emphasized though, that this mixed livelihood, is not purely a coping strategy, 
but increasingly a proactive employment strategy in the absence of a strong formal jobs 
sector. Recent research in Ghana and Uganda using livelihood diary methods has even 
suggested that mixed livelihoods is indeed a strategy of choice, and suits the aspirations of 

                                                           

9
 Blattman, C. and Ralston, L. (2015) ‘Generating employment in poor and fragile states’. Available at: 

http://www.povertyactionlab.org/publication/generating-employment-poor-and-fragile-states-evidence-labor-market-
and-entrepreneurship 
10

 The World Bank (2013), ‘World Development Report: Jobs’, Washington DC: World Bank.  Available at: 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTNWDR2013/Resources/8258024-1320950747192/8260293-
1322665883147/WDR_2013_Report.pdf 
11

 Mercy Corps (2014) (unpublished).   
12

 Blattman, C. and Ralston, L. (2015) ‘Generating employment in poor and fragile states’, p.1. Available at: 
http://www.povertyactionlab.org/publication/generating-employment-poor-and-fragile-states-evidence-labor-market-
and-entrepreneurship 

13
 Banerjee, A. V. and E. Du_o (2007), ‘The economic lives of the poor’. Journal of Economic Perspectives 21 (1), 141-

167, p.1 
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young people today who prefer flexibility and independence.14 The advantage of mixed 
livelihoods is that they are not static, and are able to evolve rapidly with the equally quickly 
evolving landscape of many less-developed economies. As the MasterCard Foundation 
outlined in their 2015 Thematic Review of Economic Opportunities for Youth, ‘the mix of 
activities can change over time as youth attempt to work their way up the ladder of skills 
and income-generating opportunities’.15 The narrative of a single pathway out of poverty, 
via the attainment of a formal job, is therefore becoming increasingly obsolete, as mixed 
livelihoods are offering a range of paths, albeit more complex, to prosperity for young 
Africans. 

   

Implications for Programming 

The recognition that in any given location, or amongst any given demographic, there is not a 
single, but rather a wide range, of livelihood combinations or pathways out of poverty, has 
significant consequences for the design of youth employment initiatives. Particularly if 
mixed livelihoods are indeed a deliberate choice (even an ‘identity’), youth employment 
programs need to consider their methods to respond to both a more complex context and a 
more complex set of opportunities. This is not to suggest that efforts to systemically affect 
the employment market – either on the demand side of employers or through market-
driven skill development on the supply side – to promote fulltime jobs should not be 
actively pursued. There is strong evidence of multiple advantages of the formal over the 
informal sector, including higher productivity, employment security and stability and social 
security coverage.16  
 

                                                           

14
 Anne marie van Swinderen from L-IFT explained that, "Almost everyone is juggling income sources... mixed 

livelihoods is almost an identity"
14

 PANEL: YOUTH LIVELIHOODS DIARIES RESEARCH PROJECT (2015) 29 October 2015. 
Young Africa Works 2015 Summit in Cape Town, South Africa,  
15

 Mastercard Foundation (2015), ‘Youth at Work: Building Economic Opportunities for Young People in Africa, P10. 
Available at: http://www.mastercardfdn.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/EOY-Thematic-Review-July-20151.pdf 
16

 The World Bank (2013), ‘World Development Report: Jobs’, Washington DC: World Bank, p.6 Available at: 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTNWDR2013/Resources/8258024-1320950747192/8260293-
1322665883147/WDR_2013_Report.pdf 
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However, rather than an ‘either or’ choice, the implementation of employment policies is to 
an extent an issue of sequencing: the benefits of formal job creation programmes often 
simply take too long time to materialize to be exclusively relied on. The temporal aspect of 
employment policies is particularly acute in post-conflict societies where there may be a 
relatively short window of opportunity in which to generate an economic ‘peace dividend’ 
to populations, for which jobs are central. The failure for this to materialize, and the 
resulting disillusionment which is frequently fostered, can constitute a key inhibitor of 
stability and social reconciliation.17 Youth, specifically, are a particularly crucial demographic 
group with significant influence to either galvanise or undermine peace processes.18 This 
suggests that the importance of quick economic wins as part of recovery efforts should 
therefore not be underestimated. One means to achieving this is the improvement of 
youths’ existing portfolios of work which, ‘…can deliver faster results, for more people, cost-
effectively’19 In particular, Blattman and Ralston argue that available evidence suggests that 
programs which seek to boost self-employment through capital injections have generated 
fairly impressive income returns, particularly compared with workfare programs, for which 
evidence of long-term effects on income levels has so far been ambiguous.20   

                                                           

17
 Mac Ginty, R. (2006), No War, No Peace: The Rejuvenation of Stalled Peace Processes and Peace Accords, Palgrave: 

Basingtoke), pp:132-154 
18

 Schwartz, S., (2010), Youth and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: Agents of Change, USIP: Washington DC).  
19

 Blattman, C. and Ralston, L. (2015) ‘Generating employment in poor and fragile states’, p.2. Available at: 
http://www.povertyactionlab.org/publication/generating-employment-poor-and-fragile-states-evidence-labor-market-
and-entrepreneurship 
20

 ibid:10 



Complex Pathways: Prospects Learning Papers, No. 3 |  MERCY CORPS      7 

Box 2 - A simplified history of youth 
employment programming 

Past practice: A one-intervention linear 
model: 

 

Present practice: A multiple-intervention 
linear model: 

 

Prospects practice: A multiple intervention 
demand-driven model: 

 

What Prospects is doing about it 

As Box 1 summarizes (with stick figures!), youth employment programming has evolved 
significantly over the last few decades. Single intervention youth employment programs 
(such as a single round of business skills training) have largely been subsumed by multiple 
intervention models which recognize the multidimensional problems that young people 
face, and seek to respond holistically (for example, with business skills training, followed by 
a cash grant, followed by mentoring). While this is a vast improvement on the first 
approach, it risks failing to recognize that youth 
are a hugely diverse demographic, each with their 
own distinct with varying portfolios of work, needs 
and aspirations. Moreover, as we have learned, 
participants are unlikely to be entering the 
program at a generic state of categorical 
‘unemployed’, but rather with a weak portfolio of 
work (‘weak’ either because it is not meaningful, 
or because it is providing insufficient income, 
regularity, scope for growth, or other reasons).  
 
The Prospects Employment and Entrepreneurship 
program seeks to respond to this challenge by 
resisting the temptation to dictate linear or one-
dimensional intervention design for its roughly 
8,000 urban youth participants. Rather than 
offering one ‘model’ or path for support, 
Prospects offers a range of services (see Box 2 for 
overview) responding to both wage employment 
and self-employment aspirations. As many as 40 
different services units are available. 21  The 
program operates through demand-driven principles, with youth accessing services through 
several walk-in Youth Opportunity Centers or through their prior association with vocational 
training institutes or partners. Program staff advise youth on available services available in 
their area, who are then able to undertake one or a range of activities based on their needs 
and aspirations. Services are offered continuously and at differing schedules, so that 
participants are able to fit their portfolio growth around their existing responsibilities. 

 

                                                           

21
 For more information on the Prospects program, see http://prospectsliberia.com/ 
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Box 3 - Prospects Services for Youth 
(summary) 
1. Apprenticeships (3-month 

market-driven placements) 

2. Youth Investment Fund (cash 

grants for micro business start-

up) 

3. Trainings (a wealth of different 

trainings, varying in length, from 

Basic Business Skills to Effective 

Job Applications) 

4. Link/Support (job matching, 

linking to banks, establishment of 

entrepreneur networks) 

The Prospects approach can be illustrated to returning to the case of Joyce Kollie, who as 
we have seen is engaged in several income activities but does not have full-time 
employment. While she wanted to work more hours, she 
identified the lack of access to career guidance as a 
constraint to her work. The Prospects system allowed Joyce 
to undertake ‘work readiness’ training, including sessions 
on career planning. She then undertook an apprenticeship 
in a hair salon. At the time of writing, Joyce is currently 
undergoing her apprenticeship and her next steps are still 
to be decided. Within the Prospects system, several 
pathways are open to Joyce, depending on her interests, 
including the option of receiving training in business skills 
and the possibility of a cash grant to establish a business.  

Prospects’ monitoring data suggests that the 
program’s efforts to be truly demand-driven 
are working in practice, with 37, 23 and 5 
percent of youth participants accessing at least 
two, three and four different program services 
respectively 22 . The diversity of needs and 
interests of the youth benefiting from the 
program is also clear. For example, as is shown 
in the diagram on the left, 1,153 youth have so 
far accessed business skills training, 1,117 have 
accessed work readiness trainings, with a 
relatively small proportion (123 youth) 
accessing both. This illustrates the divergent 

paths pursued by youth, when given the option to choose, and highlights the contrast 
between youth-demand-driven approaches with programs that attempt to shoehorn youth 
down narrow preconceived pathways. 

Next Steps: Implications for Implementers, M&E, Donors, and Others 

As outlined above, this mixed livelihood approach has profound impact on the types of 
programming required when working with youth in Liberia (and similar contexts). This is not 
only in terms of program design, but also the Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) systems 
required to support such designs, as well as interactions with donors.  

For Program Design 

Actors working on youth employment need in Liberia, as well as similar contexts, need to 
recognize that their employment interventions are unlikely to truly stimulate a linear 
employment trajectory as often outlined in theories of change; many participants are 

                                                           

22
 For the purpose of these statistics, each training curriculum is considered a single service. Other services include 

apprenticeships, cash grants and coaching. 

Business Training    
participants (1,153

 youth)

Work Readiness 
Training participants

 (1,117 youth)

Business training & 
Work Readiness 

training participants 
(123 youth)
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actually already navigating some form of work portfolio (in Prospects, we learned that 80 
percent indeed already had some form of income). This has multiple implications, from the 
presentation of impact, to the engagement approach of participants. A youth may require 
only increased technical skills, which can be provided through an on-the-job training 
scheme, but may additionally require additional capitals such as ‘soft’ employability skills, 
as well as access to complementary financial instruments to help manage cash flows, such 
as loans and saving accounts.23  Efforts to commit participants to a singular channel of 
training in an expectation that all youth are ‘unemployed’ (including taking people away 
from other income-generating activities) could even risk damaging their portfolio. Programs 
should seek to understand better the work portfolios of their participants, to build on their 
existing strengths and competencies, and to respond to their aspirations.  

For M&E 

Not only does a mixed livelihood approach dictate different programmatic strategies, but 
different monitoring and evaluation standards. Measuring income in irregular- and low-
income contexts has historically been extremely difficult, but the mixed livelihoods 
approach emphasizes that simplified metrics of ‘employment’ (of either of the two 
definitions outlined at the beginning of this paper) will provide misleading information on 
both current employment status, as well as outcomes of any program. Rather, results 
measurement systems will need to unpack what a mixed livelihood really looks like, and 
how it is affected by a program. Outcomes resulting from programs might occur in a range 
of different areas, from the total income earned, to the regularity of income, the number of 
days worked, the type of work done, the growth potential of those livelihoods, self-
reported satisfaction, or any combination of other areas. This change could also look 
different for different people – one individual may be seeking to get connected to a formal 
job with more regular pay (and incidentally take a pay cut), but another may be seeking to 
give himself or herself more independence to earn income alongside pursuing further 
education. 

This both means more challenging measurement methods, to understand the bigger 
picture, but also acceptance of a more complex narrative on impact. Programs may be less 
likely to ‘create’ jobs, and rather ‘improve a portfolio of work’, involving a more complex, 
‘less glamorous and more difficult to quantify’24 presentation of impact to donors - as is 
covered next.  

For Donors 

As outlined above, a mixed livelihoods approach requires an acknowledgement of the 
complexity of this livelihood, both in terms of the method of interaction and the methods of 
                                                           

23
 Mastercard Foundation (2015), ‘Youth at Work: Building Economic Opportunities for Young People in Africa, p.11. 

Available at: http://www.mastercardfdn.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/EOY-Thematic-Review-July-20151.pdf 
24

Blattman, C. and Ralston, L. (2015) ‘Generating employment in poor and fragile states’, p.11. Available at: 
http://www.povertyactionlab.org/publication/generating-employment-poor-and-fragile-states-evidence-labor-market-
and-entrepreneurship 
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results measurement. ‘Silver bullet’ or one-size-fits-all solutions, which imagine singular 
trajectories of economic empowerment, are unlikely to fully understand the wider context, 
and implementers are likely to have to deliver a more complex and evolving set of services 
to best respond to needs as they emerge and evolve. Donors will need to provide space in 
order to do this. Strong M&E systems (to be covered in a future Prospects Practice Paper) 
can help provide a safe uncertainty in this flexibility, allowing adaptations to programming 
to be based on clear evidence and clarity of service delivery. 

An acceptance of mixed livelihoods also makes metrics for success of youth employment 
programs much more complex than ‘creating jobs’. Gone are the possibilities of being able 
to claim that a job has been ‘created’ because of an asset transfer of livestock, and gone are 
the entirely confident assertion that a placement in a formal job is necessarily increasing 
the income of a youth-led household. Donors will need to be willing to accept more 
complex metrics of success that these programs seek to achieve.
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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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