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From June 2014 through May 2015, Mercy Corps conducted a series of market research projects with job-seeking youth 

and employers.
1
 The purpose of this undertaking was to contribute to the knowledge base on youth and for youth in 

Liberia; improve understanding on the nuances of youth as individuals – with unique wants, desires and aspirations – and 

as a demographic; and hone in on the systemic challenges and opportunities that exist to make a dent on this massive 

challenge. This paper presents the findings from the cumulative research and outlines how Prospects is responding 

through its New Day Innovations for Youth Employment Grants Program.  

 

                                                   

1
 The research consisted of over 400 surveys and 13 focus group discussions with youth as well as with 100 employers – primarily, 

micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs).  Through four separate research pieces, 519 youth were interviewed between the ages 
of 15-35 across Monrovia and Buchanan (one of Liberia’s largest cities). 

PROSPECTS, LIBERIA 
Prospects is a youth empowerment program implemented by Mercy Corps and funded by the Swedish Embassy in Liberia 
and Chevron, which seeks to equip young Liberians with the skills, information, and opportunities to find meaningful and 
sustainable employment or self-employment. 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 a broad spectrum 
of youth demographics, engaging over 11,000 youth through a range of services, including psychosocial support, on-the-job 
training, entrepreneurial support, skills training and job matching services. 

Find out more at www.prospectsliberia.com 

http://www.prospectsliberia.com/
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midst the cacophony of passionate discussions, the words of a reserved, bright-eyed young 

man sitting far into the corner of the room filled with July’s stifling humid air pierced through 

the crowd “Every man must have a job,” and, “I’m a man, I need to sustain myself, feed my 

family.” Almost instantaneously, his words quieted his peers as if their weight fell on 

everyone’s shoulders. Breaking an enduring and uncomfortable silence, the voice of a 

proud young lady, seemingly in her mid-20s, came forth and stated: “If you don’t have a job, it’s almost 

like you’re insignificant in the sight of your family and neighbors. They think you’re lazy and not able to 

do anything for yourself and lack self-esteem.”  

Representing 75% of Liberia’s population, youth (defined nationally as aged 15-35) have remarkable 

power to influence, drive, and catalyze the country’s inclusive economic and social prosperity and its 

overall peace and security. Yet, due to a multitude of factors, not least the long-standing conflict and the 

Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) outbreak, more than half of Liberia’s youth find themselves in vulnerable 

employment, with limited educational attainment, and limited to no opportunities to forge a path toward a 

better future. Their wants, desires, and aspirations with respect to employment are often poorly 

understood and, at times, overshadowed by the systemic challenges that plague the labor market. 

Societal norms and pressures represent yet another layer of the complex and multi-dimensional issue 

that is youth unemployment. 

Tell us a bit about your aspirations for seeking work 

“I am a university graduate,” the young woman continued more confidently, “I want to contribute to my 

society.” Resounding sounds of affirmation flooded the room even before she could finish her sentence – 

it clearly struck a chord with a sizeable portion of the group (men and women). In the cumulative 

research findings, the majority of her peers also agreed, particularly among those with university degrees 

and university students, as 55% of survey participants noted similar social motivations for seeking work. 

Across all educational levels, young men and women also noted the goal of “providing for family” as an 

important aspiration with more than 50% of young men and 25% of young women sharing in this 

sentiment. Bringing a bit of comic relief, a young man casually dressed in jeans and a Barcelona football 

club t-shirt shouted “to get rich” as his aspiration. The crowd broke out in laughs and murmurs of assent 

followed. Among youth with educational attainment up to secondary school, 44% of those reached 

through the various surveys put forth this aspiration as a primary goal with men making up the 

predominant majority. 

And success – what does this look like for you?  

R-E-S-P-E-C-T! 

While no youth gave a rendition of Aretha Franklin’s hit song, overwhelmingly, more than 80% of 

surveyed youth viewed respect from community, family, and friends, as a key ingredient of success and 

one which is attainable by “having a good job.” Why the link between respect and work? The most 

common view offered is that people with “good jobs” have more influence than those with “small jobs” or 

“no jobs.” Influence is further linked to power, “being looked up to,” and ultimately to being “the 

bossman”. Politicians, Liberian business figures, and people with good jobs all made the ranks of role 

models further highlighting the importance of influence and power.  

 

 

 

A 
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But, what about the jobs that there are? Why can’t you get them? 

Just as the rowdy room calmed down, this follow-up question reignited energetic exchanges as youth 

rapidly identified a range of key barriers: lack of technical skills, CV and interview skills, limited work 

experience with limited opportunities to get practical experience, and lack of information on job openings. 

The cumulative research findings echoed their views as lack of technical skills was noted as the most 

concerning factor for respondents (48%), followed by the other aforementioned reasons in decreasing 

order of importance. Notably, issues surrounding professionalism were of least concern to youth. 

Unbeknownst to the young responders, just down the road, businesses were talking about the same 

topics, and contrary to youth’s priorities, professionalism is one of the most important skills businesses 

seek in candidates. 

 
Moreover, [hirings] are “fixed” - added a group of young men furthering the sentiment of frustration that 

was rapidly building up in the room - 57% of youth in the cumulative research findings concurred. But, 

what does it mean for hirings to be “fixed”? The follow-up question seemed almost unnecessary from the 

piercing stares that fell on the facilitator. “If there was a job in the community, the employer already has 

the people, [and] there wouldn’t be a reason to apply,” said a young lady in a prosaic manner conveying 

her boredom with the question’s lack of originality. Thinking back to an earlier question on the most 

common strategies youth employ to look for jobs, 78% asked family and friends and 41% asked other 

contacts in the community. Youth, predominantly young men, perceived this method as “always” or 

“sometimes” effective, by far the highest perception of effectiveness from other methods such as 

newspaper, radio, and notice boards. Their female counterparts offer a different side of the story – 

relying on family and friends to get a job is somewhat of a “boys club” and “I am not part of that club,” 

were the views captured by a Mercy Corps research on barriers to employment facing young women in 

Liberia. 

How do employers actually find hires? 
With the outpouring remarks from the young respondents still in mind, the next stop is a meeting with 

local businesses. Gathered in a pleasant, air-conditioned conference room in a central Monrovia hotel, 

the businesses represented spanned sectors – from the service industry to mechanical and electronics 

sales and repair shops, among others. While most had been in operation for a few years, they were 

relatively smaller businesses, predominantly with less than 10 employees. “I run a tailoring business,” 

noted a businesswoman, “If I need to hire a tailor for a short-term contract, I go to other tailor shops and 

ask for referrals.” A manager of a medium-sized business buttressed the businesswoman’s approach 

noting that for engineers and other higher-level employees, she goes through the Department of Public 

Works to get recommendations. Whether hiring for formal or informal jobs, employers place significant 

weight on recommendations. Other avenues for finding employees include screening through 

unrequested CVs and applications (63%) and advertising in a newspaper (55%), the latter mostly utilized 

when recruiting higher-level staff, such as office workers and skilled professionals.  

 

  

 

Why do you think there is youth unemployment in Liberia? 
“You mean other than no jobs and only small jobs available?!” came a snarky remark 

from the back of the room followed by snickers and under-the-breath comments of 

agreement. 
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Are there any other channels you use? What about youth employment 
programs? 

 “For lower-level staff, we recruit through 

governmental apprenticeship programs – the 

Economic Empowerment of Adolescent Girls and 

Young Women program (EPAG) and the Youth 

Employment Skills (YES) Project,” said the hiring 

manager of a large business. Other pathways to 

full-time employment have been through 

apprenticeships that Mercy Corps facilitates 

between youth and the private sector under its 

Prospects Program – all businesses interviewed, 

which had hosted Mercy Corps apprentices, 

reported hiring on full-time at least one of their 

apprentices. 

What are employers prioritizing when hiring? 

“[Our] biggest challenges in hiring are finding honest workers who show up on time and want to work.” 

This is how one business owner summed up his frustration with the quality of available candidates. 

Primarily, employers prioritize work experience (46%), followed by educational level and training (29%), 

and personal skills (21%) when hiring for formal jobs. Virtually every employer interviewed indicated that 

the next priority after qualifications was finding candidates who exhibit honesty, trustworthiness, and 

character. Taking a closer look at trainings, the most sought-after skills that employers seek in new and 

existing staff are customer service and professionalism. “[What we need are] employees who know how 

to behave, dress, speak, interact and don’t bring personal issues to the workplace,” were ubiquitous 

sentiments echoed by employers.  

Any specific feedback on youth? 

Although employers’ perceptions of youth were mixed, contrary to popular perceptions, many employers 

did have positive feedback. Employers noted that youth have good ambition, and as long as they 

demonstrate and maintain a positive attitude, youth are easy to train, they learn quickly, and once 

trained, they become professional partners. Most employers even went so far as to say that they have 

and would hire youth with no work experience provided that youth demonstrate the key attributes of 

honesty, trustworthiness, and good character noted above. 

 

Where do we go from here?  

 Mind the trust gap 
Designing services that effectively and efficiently minimize the widening trust gap between employers 

and youth, particularly for those at the cusp of vulnerable employment, is not an easy feat. To build trust, 

this means making information – on vacancies, labor market needs, expectations of employers etc. – 

more available to youth. This could be through mediums such as newspapers, journals, and / or a blend 

of online media. Another key service that emerged from the research is reliable, cost-effective, and trust-

worthy employment matching. Yet, the challenge of designing such services cannot be understated 

especially in a market with nascent adoption of mobile and web platforms like LinkedIn. Initiatives that 

support companies to innovate including through the use of technology may have a significant role to 

play in bridging the employer/employee trust gap. Such initiatives would also offer significant insights on 

Prospects' Youth Opportunity Center in Paynesville, 
Monrovia 
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the development of scalable business models poised to leverage additional private investment and 

ultimately facilitate systemic change in the youth employment space in Liberia. 

 Training and Skills Building – It’s everyone’s responsibility! 
Young people’s insights clearly depict the hunger for training and skills-building spanning technical, 

business, CV development, and interview trainings. Employers have other priorities – predominantly for 

soft skills such as professionalism and customer service. Addressing this misalignment of information 

must be a precursor to any intervention – this can be partially addressed through the information 

services piece noted above. Beyond information, in order to holistically address workforce training gaps, 

at a minimum, the following key elements are necessary in Liberia’s context: training solutions that are 

cost-effective and responsive to the changing labor market landscape; strong internal firm management 

capacities; and organizational development services that cater to the needs and pockets of businesses 

that could benefit from such services most – micro-, small-, and medium-enterprises. Bringing such 

efforts to fruition requires close engagement and cooperation between industry partners, public and 

social sector stakeholders and academia to leverage the strengths, interests, and most importantly 

resources of parties with stake in this space.  

 

 Expanding pathways to employment 
Lack of job experience and limited pathways for acquiring such experience is one of the biggest barriers 

to youth employment in Liberia. The research indicates that the vast majority of those who feel lacking in 

experience are interested in an apprenticeship program. Initiatives such as Prospects’ apprenticeship 

program, which has connected more than 1,000 youth with work experience with better than 40% 

retention rates, provide an opportunity for youth to get work experience and on-the-job training and for 

businesses to observe first-hand young people’s commitment and professionalism. What needs to be 

further explored is the extent to which such apprenticeship models can be fully or partially financially 

sustainable or in the long-term transitioned to relevant public sector entities.      

 

How is the Prospects Program putting these 

findings to work? 
The cumulative research findings show that the local private sector realizes the business value in 

developing solutions to youth unemployment. This presents a clear opportunity to leverage and catalyze 

Liberian private sector-led innovations with the potential to accelerate sustainable solutions to youth 

unemployment. This opportunity is the foundation of Prospects’ New Day Innovations for Youth 

Employment Grants Program launched in April 2016. New Day is a results-based financing initiative, 

complemented by targeted technical assistance, seeking to invest in local companies poised to develop 

scalable business models to reach sustainable impact in the youth employment space and leverage 

additional private capital. Investments may include: 

 Information services: Information on jobs, training opportunities, employment tips, labor market 

info etc. 

 Job-matching services enhancing trust and efficiency in youth recruits through vetting and 

recommendations. 

 Innovative tech solutions to youth unemployment. 
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Final word: Parting thoughts from one youth 

to another 

Despite the challenges, uncertainty, and at times, negative perceptions, every day, millions of Liberia’s 

youth rise up in the face of adversity. Driven by their passion and determination for a better future, they 

march on to create and seize opportunities. In so doing, they inspire their peers, serve their 

communities, and further positive change within their surroundings. Dogbeh, an entrepreneur supported 

by the Prospects program to start a public latrine business to improve his community’s health and 

sanitation, and Henrietta, a former apprentice of the Prospects program who was hired on full-time by 

her employer, exemplify this group. They offer this counsel to their peers: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Dogbeh’s advice for young people interested in business: “Think of 

community problems as business opportunities. Where there is a need, there is 

money to be made! Be persistent in pursuing opportunities – one will pay off!” 

Henrietta’s recommendation on securing a job: “Don’t give up, even when 

you think that you will only get a job if you know someone. Be on time at work 

all the time. Be honest to business owners and customers. Be committed. Tell 

your employer that you are ready to work and have interest in the growth of the 

institution.” 
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About Mercy Corps 

Mercy Corps is a leading global organization powered 

by the belief that a better world is possible. In 

disaster, in hardship, in more than 40 countries 

around the world, we partner to put bold solutions into 

action — helping people triumph over adversity and 

build stronger communities from within.  

Now, and for the future. 
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