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Abstract 

We document the evolving trends in sectoral composition of Africa’s workforce, with particular attention 

to youth and rural/urban areas using nationally representative data from nine countries. Trends are 

similar when examining employment in terms of counts of jobs vs. full-time equivalents, but the share of 

the workforce in non-farm employment is considerably higher using the latter measure. Employment 

trends observed for the youth are also remarkably similar to that of the total working-age population, 

regardless of whether we define youth as between 15-24 or 15-35 years of age. While acknowledging 

variability across countries, we generally observe a sharp exit of labor from farming to off-farm activities 

in the last decade indicative of the economic transformation underway in the region. The pace of labor 

exit from farming is more pronounced in countries that experienced relatively strong agricultural 

productivity growth. There is a corresponding rapid percentage growth in employment shares in the off-

farm sectors both within the agri-food system and the non-farm sector.  However, the off-farm segment 

of the agri-food system is particularly growing from an initial low base and hence will not generate as 

many new jobs as farming and the non-farm sector. Despite its declining employment share, farming 

remains the single largest employer and extremely important for livelihoods and economic growth due to 

its strong linkages with other sectors. Strategies that effectively raise the returns to labor in farming will 

be thus be crucial to building broad-based and inclusive economic growth and fostering successful 

economic transformation.   
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Michigan State University.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has enjoyed nearly two decades of sustained economic growth after a long 

period of stagnation (AfDB et al., 2014; IMF, 2013).2  At the same time, Africa’s workforce is growing at 

roughly 3% per year – more rapidly than any other region of the world. Moreover, with 60% of Sub-

Saharan Africa’s population below the age of 25, each year an unprecedented number (roughly 8 million) 

of young Africans are entering the labor market, constituting the majority of the 220 million new people 

that will be in the region’s labor force by 2035 (Losch 2012; Fox, Muñoz, & Thomas, 2013).   

Africa’s expanding workforce poses both major opportunities and challenges. If investment incentives are 

favorable and opportunities for viable employment are expanding as rapidly as the labor force, Africa’s 

economies may experience rapid transformation and income growth. By contrast, if new job opportunities 

are limited, a rapidly rising but under-employed youth labor force could lead to lower living standards, 

disillusionment, and potentially social instability. There are worrying signs that African economies, even 

with impressive economic performance, have not created sufficient formal wage jobs to absorb the 

growing labor force (Fine et al., 2012, Filmer and Fox, 2014; Page and Shimeles, 2015). In fact, Page and 

Shimeles (2015) document that Africa’s fastest growing economies tended to make the least progress in 

employment growth and poverty alleviation. Another concern is the apparent low-quality nature of the 

employment being generated. The ILO measure of vulnerable employment consisting of self-employment 

and unpaid family labor was estimated at 76.6% in 2014 compared to a 45.3% global average (ILO, 2014). 

Unsurprisingly, the most recent round of nationally representative AfroBarometer data for 34 African 

countries revealed that Africans feel that addressing unemployment should be the greatest priority for 

government action; addressing unemployment received about 15 percentage points higher than the next 

most important perceived priority (Dome, 2015). There is thus growing concerns about the nature and 

sustainability of economic transformation in the region. 

In response to these perceptions, African policymakers and their development partners are implementing 

policies and programs to expand the number of remunerative jobs and develop new skills, particularly for 

youth and women. However, these policies and programs are taking place within a limited evidence base 

given the general lack of knowledge about labor markets in SSA. Previous analysis has largely focused on 

the sustainability of Africa’s economic recovery and the prospects of structural transformation (McMillan 

and Harttgen 2014).  The question of employment transformation and its implications for future economic 

transformation in SSA has received little attention in the literature (Fox and Thomas, 2016).  

As a contribution to current research and policy challenges, this paper documents the evolving 

demographic and employment trends in Africa’s workforce over the past decade and discusses the 

consequences of these trends for economic transformation in light of other important economic 

processes documented by other researchers.  The study breaks new ground in two ways: First, building 

on Filmer and Fox (2014) using data prior to 2010, we use more recent data to explore the extent to which 

sectoral employment patterns have shifted and do so in a more disaggregated way that distinguishes 

between different types of sectors within the non-farm economy and also disaggregates “agriculture” into 

                                                        
2 Six of the world’s ten fastest growing economies in the 2000s were in Africa and several African countries 
recorded GDP growth rates above 5% during the period.  
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farm-based activities vs. off-farm employment in agri-food value chains, which has been projected to be 

a major vehicle for economic transformation in the region (Tschirley et al., 2015). Second, we compare 

sectoral employment trends both in terms of the total number of jobs as stated by survey respondents 

(given that many people report multiple jobs), and by computing “full-time equivalents” (FTE). The FTE 

approach computes the share of individuals’ work time over the survey year that can be allocated to 

various work activities, many of which are seasonal in nature. The FTE approach therefore provides a more 

accurate (yet still somewhat crude) estimate of the relative importance of various activities and sectors 

in Africa’s rapidly growing labor force.  

The paper is organized as follows:  Sections 2 and 3 describe the data and analytical methods used in this 

study. This is followed by a discussion of the results in Section 4 starting with broad demographic and 

employment trends among the working-age population in various African countries and then examining 

youth employment trends specifically. Section 5 examines the linkages between observed patterns of 

sectoral employment shifts and agricultural productivity growth. Section 6 concludes by summarizing key 

findings and their implications for the nature and pace of economic transformation in Africa.  

 

2.0 DATA  

 

Our analysis draws on four data sets:  First, the Africa Sector Database is utilized as a starting point for 

understanding broad trends in employment by sector for multiple African countries. The Groningen 

Growth and Development Center developed this dataset. Employment and labor productivity data was 

derived for particular years from national micro-surveys, and the remaining years were interpolated to 

arrive at annual data on employment for various sectors between 1960 and 2010.  

Our primary empirical analysis utilizes micro-level data from three sources: the Living Standards 

Measurement Study with its Integrated Surveys of Agriculture (LSMS-ISA);3 Labor Force Surveys; and the 

Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) that are based on 10% random samples of national 

population censes conducted between 1990 and 2010 and managed by the University of Minnesota 

Population Center (see: https://international.ipums.org/international/ ).  Each of these data sources had 

multiple waves of nationally representative surveys for numerous African countries. We focus on labor 

market information on individual household members, by age, gender, and rural/urban location.  

Classifications of individuals into the various employment sectors were based on respondents’ stated 

industry of employment, defined as the activity or product of the sector in which the person is employed 

and based on the International Standard for Industrial Classification (ISIC) categories established by the 

United Nations Statistics Division. The classification is subdivided into a hierarchical, four-level structure 

                                                        
3 LSMS-ISA surveys are implemented by national statistical offices with technical assistance from the World Bank 
Economic Research Group. Datasets and survey descriptions for the various countries can be found at 
http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/EXTLSMS/0,,contentMDK:23617057~pageP
K:64168445~piPK:64168309~theSitePK:3358997,00.html  

https://international.ipums.org/international/
http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/EXTLSMS/0,,contentMDK:23617057~pagePK:64168445~piPK:64168309~theSitePK:3358997,00.html
http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/EXTLSMS/0,,contentMDK:23617057~pagePK:64168445~piPK:64168309~theSitePK:3358997,00.html
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of mutually exclusive categories: section, division, group, and class.  

Our primary empirical analysis covered nine countries in Sub-Saharan Africa:  Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mali, 

Nigeria, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia.4  In addition to the availability of data, these countries 

were selected on the basis of their status as among key economic forces in their sub-region enabling us 

to achieve some regional representation across SSA.  

Some limitations to the data should be acknowledged. The IPUMS census data reported only the type of 

employment in which individuals are primarily engaged. This limited our ability to account for secondary 

and other seasonal economic activities for the three countries using IPUMS census data (Kenya, Malawi, 

and Mali). There were also some cross-country variation in the recall period for employment and level of 

information on reported economic activity; some countries (e.g. Zambia) only reported employment in 

the past 7 days instead of the past 12 months. Others did not provide information on the work time 

allocated to the reported activity. For those in the latter case, FTE-based sectoral employment shares 

could not be computed. Moreover, country surveys differed in the level of ISIC coding detail. As a result, 

it was possible to clearly categorize individuals into specific employment sectors in some countries but 

not in others. For instance, sufficient ISIC code detail was available in some countries to enable individuals 

listed as being engaged in wholesaling and retailing to be categorized into the wholesale and retail trade 

of agricultural commodities vs. wholesale and retail trade of non-farm commodities. In other countries 

this level of detail was not available. In the latter cases, we apportioned those specifying wholesale and 

retail trade, for instance, into off-farm segments of the agri-food system vs. non-farm employment 

(outside the agri-food system) based on relative consumer expenditure shares within these categories. 

Details of the classification scheme used to categorize individuals into the various employment categories 

across the nine countries are available upon request.  

 

 

3.0 ANALYTICAL METHODS 

Our analysis covers the working-age population, defined as those individuals between the ages of 15 and 

64 years (OECD 2015), and focuses in particular on those in the 15 to 34 year age range. The first step 

involves the classification of the working-age population into three employment categories: (i) farming, 

(ii) off-farm within agri-food system (upstream and downstream), and (iii) non-farm sector.  Jobs in these 

categories were further disaggregated between self-employment and wage employment jobs, and 

between public and private sector jobs. The employment category farming includes all activities related 

to growing crops and raising livestock including aquaculture and hunting. The off-farm segments of the 

agri-food system included all pre- and post-farm value-addition activities within the agricultural value 

chains including assembly trading, wholesaling, storage, processing, retailing, preparation of food for 

                                                        
4 Specific surveys used are Ghana’s Living Standard Survey (GLSS 5 and 6); Nigeria’s General Household survey 
(2006, 2011, 2013); Rwanda’s Integrated Household Living Survey (EICV 2 and 3); Tanzania National Panel Survey 
(2008, 2010, 2012); Uganda’s National Panel Survey (2005, 2012); Zambia’s Labor force surveys (2005, 2012); Data 
for Kenya’s Population and Housing Census (1999 and 2000), Malawi’s Household and Population Census (1998 
and 2009) and Mali’s Quatrieme recensement general de la population et de l'habitat (1998 and 2009) were 
obtained from IPUMS (https://international.ipums.org/international/).  

https://international.ipums.org/international/
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selling to others outside the home, beverage manufacturing, farmer input distribution and irrigation 

equipment operators etc. The third employment category, non-farm sector included all other types of 

employment not counted above, which are not part of the agri-food system.  This employment 

classification scheme allowed us to estimate the relative size and job growth in the agrifood system,5 

which is envisioned to be a major vehicle for economic transformation in the region given the rapid 

urbanization, rising income growth and dietary transformations reportedly underway in Africa (Filmer and 

Fox 2014, Tschirley et al., 2015).  

We also created two additional economic activity categories following the definition of the International 

Labour Organization (ILO 1982): (iv) the unemployed and (v) the economically inactive. The unemployed 

is comprised of individuals not engaged in any economic activity during the reference period, available to 

work, and either looking for employment or not seeking employment because they thought no work was 

available.6  The economically inactive population was made up of individuals who were not engaged in 

any economic activity during the set period and who are neither looking for work nor available to work 

for various reasons.  

From these five classifications, employment shares and employment changes over time are computed. 

We report employment both in terms of the full range of jobs as stated by survey respondents (many 

people have multiple jobs), and by computing “full-time equivalents” (FTE). The FTE approach computes 

the share of individual’s work time over the year that can be allocated to a range of work activities, many 

of which are seasonal in nature, and hence provides a crude estimate of the relative importance of various 

activities and sectors in peoples’ livelihoods. A full time equivalent of 40 hours a week, 4 weeks per month 

for a 12-month year period was assumed as one FTE.   

 

Employment shares are also computed in two ways. First, we compute employment shares as a 

percentage of the entire working-age population (including economically inactive and unemployed).  This 

computation accounts for only the primary source of employment for those individuals that were 

employed.  Second, for the subset of the working-age population that was employed, employment shares 

are computed as a percentage of the total number of jobs, taking into account multiple jobs per person. 

Next, given the historical importance of agricultural productivity growth to economic transformation 

process, we explore the extent to which observed labor shifts among the working-age population is 

related to agricultural productivity growth.  

 

 

 

  

                                                        
5 Agrifood systems include the set of activities, processes, people, and institutions involved in supplying a 
population with food and agricultural products 
 
6 By ILO (1982) definition, an individual cannot be classified as unemployed if he/she has worked for even one hour 
on any economic activity including household enterprises during the reference period.  
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4.0. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

4.1. Urbanization and demographic shifts among the working-age population 

Africa’s urban population is growing rapidly, but the rate at which the region is urbanizing is in fact slowing 

down (United Nations 2016). In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, massive rural-to-urban migration fueled 

rapid growth in Africa’s urban population and this was accompanied by high rates of urbanization (the 

percentage of the total population residing in urban areas). However, since 2000, and despite 

considerable country-specific variability, a major underappreciated demographic fact is that Africa’s urban 

population growth is mainly due to natural growth of urban population (birth rates minus death rates of 

people residing in urban areas) and reclassification of formerly rural towns as urban once a threshold 

number is reached (Bocquier, 2005; Potts, 2012; Moriconi-Ebrard, Harre, and Heinrigs, 2016).    

While rural-to-urban migration continues, it appears to have slowed down considerably in most of Sub-

Saharan Africa. Some scholars contend that most migration in the region is rural-to-rural, with young 

people accounting for most of it (Bilsborrow 2002). As a result, United Nations projections of rural 

population growth have been revised considerably upward in recent years. Revised projections now 

indicate that rural Sub-Saharan Africa will contain 53% more people in 2050 than it did in 2015 (United 

Nations 2016). Current rural population growth rates for the region have been revised upward 

considerably from roughly 1.0% per year (based on UN projections around 2000) to 1.7% over the next 

decade (United Nations 2016).  

These demographic trends are all based on (and sensitive to) changes in relative employment 

opportunities in rural vs. urban areas and, hence, are potentially influenced by government policy and 

programs. Early models attributed rural-urban migration to differences in labor market conditions 

(specifically expected earnings) between rural and urban areas (Harris and Todaro 1970), and the search 

for viable job opportunities continues to be regarded as the major determinant of migration patterns. 

Access to land for farming and access to employment opportunities are the two most important reasons 

cited by rural Zambian youth having migrated between 2000 and 2012 according to a nationally 

representative rural survey (Chamberlin and Ricker-Gilbert, forthcoming). Potts (2009) observed slowing 

levels of urbanization in some parts of Africa partly due to circular migration of people between urban 

and rural areas in response to growing economic hardship in urban centers.  Hence, Potts (2013) argues 

that the price of low-income housing in urban areas will be a major determinant of future rate of 

urbanization in the region. Therefore, to the extent that national conditions and policies differ across 

countries, with respect to relative expected earnings and costs of living in urban and rural areas, we would 

expect to see cross-country differences in sectoral employment trends associated with differential 

rural/urban population growth patterns.  

[Table 1 about here] 

Table 1 presents the number of working-age individuals in the base year and the year of the most recent 

nationally representative surveys. Specific survey years are listed on the top column of Table 1. Several 

surprises emerge from the data. First, while the conventional view of a rising percentage of the working-

age population residing in urban areas is borne out in four of the nine countries examined (Ghana, Kenya, 
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Tanzania, and Zambia), this is not the case in the remaining five countries. In Malawi, the share of the 

working-age population residing in urban areas rose by less than 1 percentage point over a 10-year period, 

whereas in four countries (Mali, Nigeria, Rwanda, and Uganda) the urban share of the working-age 

population actually declined. In Nigeria for instance, the share of working-age population in urban areas 

declined by 3.6% over a four-year period while that in Rwanda declined by 1.5% over a five-year period. 

Analogously, while the working-age population in urban areas is growing at a faster rate than in rural areas 

in Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania, and Zambia, the rural work force is growing more rapidly in Nigeria, Uganda, 

Rwanda, and Mali. This pattern of growth in the rural workforce is also replicated among young people 

(15-34 years) in Rwanda and Nigeria. And the share of youth population (15-24 years) living in rural areas 

remains high in all countries examined, ranging from about 50% in Ghana to about 83% in Rwanda. 

Although urbanization is expected to continue, it appears that the majority of the youth who may be 

seeking employment may still be residing in rural areas. We must therefore acknowledge highly variable 

patterns across Sub-Saharan Africa in the pace of urbanization and rates of expansion of the urban and 

rural labor force. This conclusion is in accord with Potts (2013), who cautions against overgeneralization 

about rapid urbanization and shifts in the locus of job growth in the region. 

 

Another important observation is the rapid growth rates in the workforce. The workforce in the countries 

examined is growing on average about 3.7% per year, more rapidly than any other region in the world. A 

recent flagship report of the World Bank indicates that Africa’s demographic transition has been slow. The 

region has witnessed significant declines in child mortality and morbidity arising from improvements in 

the quality and access to health care. Fertility rates, however, remain stubbornly high, with an estimated 

average of 5.4 children per woman between 2005 and 2010, down from 6.5 children per woman in the 

1950s. Comparatively, fertility declined from 5.6 to 1.6 over the same period in East Asia (Canning, Raja, 

and Yazbeck, 2015). Such high fertility rates hinder the region’s ability to reap a demographic dividend. 

Persistently high fertility rates increase youth dependency, depress private and public savings, and reduce 

the fiscal space for investments in human capital (education, socio-behavioral skills) required for 

productive employment (Fox and Prata, forthcoming). High fertility rates also rapidly expand the number 

of new people who may be seeking employment each year in an already overstretched labor market. 

Therefore, public actions targeted at speeding up Africa’s demographic transition remain an essential step 

to achieving successful economic transformation in SSA. Reviews show that policy actions that promote 

girls’ education, empower women to have greater control over their fertility decisions, and make 

reproductive health information and contraceptive methods more accessible are effective strategies to 

reduce fertility rates (Canning, Raja, and Yazbeck, 2015; Upadhyay et al, 2014)     

 

4.2 Employment structure among the working-age population 

Structural transformation, involving the reallocation of economic activity away from less productive 

sectors of the economy to more productive ones, has long been considered a fundamental driver of 

economic development (Timmer 2009; Barrett, Carter and Timmer, 2010; Duarte and Restuccia, 2010). 

Both in theory and actual experiences of currently developed countries, movement of labor from low-

productivity semi-subsistence agriculture to more productive manufacturing and service sectors has 

generally been associated with overall increases in productivity, living standards and poverty reduction. 
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Countries in the early stages of development typically devote a disproportionate share of their abundant 

labor to traditional agriculture. Productivity growth in agriculture accumulates additional purchasing 

power among millions of rural families that generates powerful multiplier effects on the rest of the 

economy, expanding job opportunities in off-farm sectors and thereby releasing labor to non-farm 

sectors. Consequently, a reduction in the share of the work force in agriculture has generally been 

associated with success of the agricultural sector in setting in motion the initial stages of economic 

transformation through expenditure multipliers. In this section, we examine the extent to which these 

familiar patterns are playing out in the region.  

 

4.2.1 Sectoral employment trends across Africa  

Using nationally representative household-level data as described in Section 2, we explore the evolving 

employment structure in the countries studied. Figure 1 reports trends in employment across industrial 

sectors in select African countries and China using the GGDC’s Africa sector data. An important 

observation from the figure is an increasing trend in the number of people engaged in primary agriculture7 

among the African countries. Compared to China, where the agricultural labor force peaked around 1990 

and has since been declining, each of the African countries examined is still experiencing increases in the 

number of people involved in agriculture over time (Figure 1). While the share of the labor force engaged 

in farming is generally declining, farming still remains the single largest employment category. For 

instance, in 2011, agricultural employment accounted for nearly 40% of total employment in Ghana and 

47% in Kenya. Over 60% of total employment in the remaining countries is in agriculture. The declining 

share of agricultural employment over time in most countries is consistent with the findings from many 

previous studies using different datasets (Proctor and Lucchesi 2012; de Vries, Timmer, and de Vries, 2015; 

Sackey, Liverpool-Tasie, Salau, and Awoyemi, 2012). This decline is particularly pronounced post-2000 but 

with some variations across countries.  

 

For most countries, the declining share of labor in agriculture has been accompanied by higher labor 

shares in the service-related sectors such as commerce and hospitality, making it the second largest 

contributor to total employment. The share of jobs in the manufacturing sector has however either 

stagnated or declined over time in most countries, but is increasing slightly in Kenya and Ethiopia. These 

results are also consistent with the broader literature including the works of Badiane et al. (2012) and 

McMillan and Harttgen, (2014) who found the service sector to be the primary driver of the rapid growth 

in non-agricultural employment. While growing rapidly in percentage terms, results from the GGDC 

database shows that growth in employment in each of the non-agricultural sectors has started from a 

relatively low base with little indications of eclipsing agriculture as the single largest source of 

employment at least over the next few decades.  

4.2.2 Economic activity status of working-age population  

The trends observed from the GGDC Africa sector data are reasonably consistent with the results of our 

primary analysis of employment structure of the working-age population using multi-year nationally 

                                                        
7 Agriculture is defined in the traditional sense to include crop and livestock production, hunting and related services, forestry and 
logging and fishery and aquaculture.  
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representative household data. Table 2 presents the share of the working-age population primarily 

engaged in the various economic activities from the most recent nationally representative survey based 

on total job counts and FTEs terms. This analysis accounts for only the primary source of employment 

among those who were employed. The results confirm the role of farming as the single largest economic 

activity in all the countries studied. Farming serves as the primary economic activity for over 50% of the 

workforce in Mali, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda. At least a third of the workforce in the remaining 

countries is also primarily engaged in farming, with the vast majority of people engaged in farming not 

surprisingly residing in rural areas (Table 2).  

 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

The second largest share of working-age population is primarily engaged in non-farm sector. This sector 

accounts for about 19% to 32% of the working-age population in those countries with available data. The 

off-farm segment of the agri-food system accounts for less than 15% of the working-age population and 

is particularly small in Rwanda (5%) and Zambia (4.5%). The share of the working-age population who are 

economically inactive, primarily due to education, disability and housekeeping activities, range from about 

11% in Tanzania to 33% in Nigeria.  Unemployment accounts for less than 9% of the working-age 

population in most countries. The low levels of unemployment could be explained by the fact that most 

Africans of working-age have no access to social protection schemes like unemployment compensations 

and hence cannot afford not to work even if the returns to labor are very low (Fox et al., 2013; Field, 

2015).  

 

4.2.3 Sectoral employment shifts among the working-age population over time 

We also estimated the changes in employment patterns over time. Using nationally representative 

surveys from two time periods for each country (and always including the most recent available survey), 

the annual growth rates and the relative shares in total number of jobs from each employment sector 

were computed. Table 3 shows how total jobs are apportioned among farming, off-farm jobs within the 

agri-food system, and the non-farm sector both in terms of total number jobs and full-time equivalents 

over time. The off-farm segment of the agri-food is further disaggregated into agro-processing, and 

downstream commerce and distribution.  Table 3 differs from our previous tables and most prior analysis 

in that it reports, where possible, employment shares based on the full range of all jobs undertaken by 

individuals in the year including primary, secondary and tertiary jobs.  

 

Several new findings emerge from the data in Table 3. First, the employment share of farming in terms of 

FTEs is almost always lower than that based on total job numbers. In Rwanda for instance, farming 

accounts for about 67% of the total number of jobs in terms of counts but only 54% of total number of 

FTE jobs in 2011. The relatively low share of farming in FTE terms reflects the seasonal nature of farming 

in these economies. Due to the dominance of rain-fed agriculture, most people do not work as farmers 

year round.  In fact, farming is estimated to take up about 500-1000 hours per year whereas most jobs in 

the off-farm sectors entail more than 2000 hours per year (McCullough 2015). Hence, in any given year 
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the share of farming jobs declines when weighted by the amount of time allocated to it during the year. 

Correspondingly, FTE-based employment shares in the off-farm sectors are relatively high. Nevertheless, 

the employment trends based on FTEs are remarkably similar to that based on total job numbers (Table 

3).  

 

[Table 3 about here] 

 

Second, the results reveal a rapid exit of labor from farming to off-farm employment signifying 

fundamental economic transformation in the region. The rate of labor exit from farming is more 

pronounced when job shares are computed in FTE terms. The extent of decline in farming’s employment 

share is at least one percentage point per year more in FTE terms than counts (Table 3). This implies that 

estimates based on counts could potentially mask the pace of the economic transformation underway in 

the region. In addition, there is substantial variation across countries in the rate at which labor is 

transitioning out of farming.  Our analysis uncovered three main categories of countries: The first category 

comprises countries where the absolute number of people employed in farming is still increasing but the 

share of the workforce engaged in farming is declining over time, largely due to more rapid growth in the 

share of off-farm employment. Most African countries fall in this category including Ghana, Kenya, 

Rwanda, Mali, Tanzania, and Uganda (Table 3). For instance, Rwanda experienced a decline of about eight 

percentage points (11 in FTE) in farming’s share of total jobs between 2006 and 2011. Ghana and Uganda 

recorded declines of about 9 and 6 percentage points in the share of the workforce in farming over a 

seven-year period. (See Table A1 in appendix for estimates of sectoral employment growth rates). The 

second category includes countries where both the shares and absolute number of workforce engaged in 

farming is declining over time, as in Malawi and Zambia. The third category consists of countries where 

both the share of jobs and number of the growing workforce engaged in farming is rising, which probably 

reflects temporary and somewhat unique causes rather than a departure from the historical structural 

transformation process.  In these countries, the workforce appears to be engaging in farming at a faster 

rate than the rate at which their population is growing and the rate of job creation in the off-farm sectors. 

An example is Nigeria, which experienced a 5-percentage point (3 percentage points in FTE terms) increase 

in farming’s employment share over a two-year period at an annual growth rate of 14%.  Other studies 

using different dataset has also observed similar employment patterns in Nigeria, which potentially reflect 

the negative effect of natural resource boom on economic transformation (McMillan and Harttgen, 2014). 

A steady growth in the oil sector in 1960s and subsequent oil boom in the 1970s in Nigeria served to draw 

labor away from agriculture into primarily the service–related sectors of the economy. However, with 

declines in oil prices and associated debt crisis in the 1980s, the Nigerian economy was unable to support 

these off-farm economic activities, whose growth was largely dependent on the oil revenues, resulting in 

labor reallocation towards agriculture since 1980s. Sackey et al., (2012) also highlights the increased public 

investment in agriculture particularly in Nigeria’s rural areas in the 2000s as part of efforts to stem rural-

urban migration. The Federal government of Nigeria through its Agricultural Transformation Agenda 

sought to create 3.5 million jobs in agriculture for youth and women through direct investment in farming 

and agribusiness (Adesugba and Mavrotas, 2016). It is also possible that these renewed public 

investments in the agricultural sector following decades of neglect under an oil-sector-driven economy 

might have contributed to temporary labor entry into farming in Nigeria.  
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Third, there is rapid percentage growth in employment shares in the off-farm sectors both within the agri-

food system and the non-farm sector. In most countries, the number of working-age population employed 

in these off-farm sectors grew at least about three times faster than the rate of growth in the working-

age population (See Table A1). However, the off-farm sectors particularly the off-farm segment of the 

agri-food system is growing from an initial low base. For those countries where it was possible to measure 

employment in the off-farm segment of the agri-food system, these jobs currently account for less than 

20% of the total number of jobs and between 9% to 23% in FTE terms. Comparatively, between 24%-39% 

of total number of jobs and 35%-47% of all FTE jobs come from the non-farm sector. 

 

Fourth, the agri-food system dominates employment in the region, contributing about 61% -77% (54%-

66% in FTE terms) of all jobs. Most of the jobs in the agri-food system are still in farming and not in the 

other segment of the agri-food value chain. In fact, farming comprises of about 67%-91% (60%-86% in FTE 

terms) of all jobs within the agri-food system.  In every country, farming accounts for a greater share of 

the jobs than the off-farm segment of the agri-food system, about 4 to 10 times more in share of jobs in 

Rwanda, Uganda, Tanzania and Zambia and about twice as many in Nigeria and Ghana. Similarly, the share 

of jobs in the non-farm sector is higher than that of the off-farm segment of the agri-food system. Only in 

Nigeria and Ghana do we find that the non-farm sector has already overtaken farming as the single largest 

employer of the workforce in FTE terms (Table 3).   

 

Fifth, the rate of increase in farm-based self-employment is particularly pronounced in urban areas, where 

it is generally rising more rapidly than the growth in the working-age population (e.g., Ghana, Rwanda, 

Nigeria, Zambia, Tanzania and Kenya). To some extent, this may partly be influenced by reclassification of 

localities from rural to urban once a threshold number of households is exceeded. It may also reflect an 

increasing engagement of urban dwellers in farming either as a strategy to cope with rising food insecurity 

and/or cost of living in African cities or as an investment. Moyo (2015) describes how urban farming is 

mushrooming in African cities and towns with an associated scramble for unoccupied land in urban and 

peri-urban areas for food crop and/or livestock production. Jayne et al., (2015) also show that urban 

household control 15-45% of the land on farms over 20 hectares in size, suggesting a growing proportion 

of urban-based investor farmers in many African countries. In fact, in Kenya, Nigeria, Tanzania and 

Uganda, the fastest growth in farming employment for urban based individuals is among the oldest age 

categories (45-54 and 55-64 years of age), who perhaps may be entering farming as a means of earning 

additional livelihood after retirement. The growing engagement of urban dwellers in farming is also 

confirmed in other studies using different data set (McMillan and Harttgen, 2014). Nonetheless, the rate 

of job growth in farming in urban areas is starting from a very low base relative to rural areas where 

growth rates in employment in farming is generally slower than rate at which the working-age population 

is growing. Conversely, off-farm employment within the agri-food system and the non-farm sector is 

growing at a more rapid pace in rural areas than in urban areas in the most countries, albeit from a low 

base as well (See Table A1 in appendix). This perhaps may be suggestive of rural dynamism and growth 

linkages between farming and off-farm activities. It may also indicate that the region has been, at least 
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for the last decade or two, considerably more economically diversified than conventional estimates have 

suggested.  

Sixth, the result also revealed an increasing trend in the level of economic inactivity among the working-

age population over time but with some variation across countries and localities. For instance, in Zambia, 

Nigeria, Malawi, Kenya, Rwanda, and Mali, the number of working-age population who are economically 

inactive is growing at a faster rate than that of overall growth in working-age population. Economic 

inactivity is particularly greater and rising among the youth (15-24 years) due to increasing enrollment in 

school. Globalization and technology is creating an economy that demands more education to be 

competitive and the youth in particular appear to be responding to this increased demand for a more 

educated workforce by staying longer in school.  While the share of the working-age population who are 

economically inactive is greater in urban areas than in rural areas, the number of working-age individuals 

becoming economically inactive is rising more rapidly in rural areas than in urban area – particularly 

pronounced in Rwanda, Mali, Malawi, and Zambia (See Table A1).  

Seventh, unemployment among the working-age population is also growing very rapidly but at different 

rates across countries. In Zambia, Rwanda, and Malawi, unemployment among the working-age 

population is growing at about 10 times the growth in working-age population. Moderate growth rates 

are recorded in Mali, Kenya, and Nigeria while declines in share of working-age population unemployed 

are observed in Ghana, Tanzania, and Uganda. Also, while the share of working-age population who are 

unemployed is generally lower in rural areas than urban settings, the number of working-age population 

in rural areas becoming unemployed over time is rising at a faster rate than that of those in urban areas. 

The fastest growth in rural unemployment is witnessed in Zambia, Malawi, Rwanda, countries that also 

happen to be experiencing the greatest declines in the share of rural workforce engaged in farming. 

Comparatively, the rise in farming share of jobs in Nigeria is associated with significant decline in 

unemployment among the working-age particularly in the rural areas. While no causality interpretation is 

implied, the rise of unemployment amidst rapid declines in the share of the work force in farming may 

deserve more detailed study.  

 

A further examination of the composition of the jobs in the off-farm segment of agri-food system reveals 

the bulk of the jobs in this sector are concentrated in downstream commerce, food transportation, 

handling and distribution, and less from agro-processing. For those countries with sufficient data to 

determine jobs in agro-processing, the sector was found contribute less than 5% of the total share of jobs 

in both counts and FTE terms. Relatedly, the downstream commerce and distribution sector contributed 

between 5% (7% in FTE) and 17% (19% in FTE) of total jobs. Moreover, the rapid percentage growth in the 

share of jobs from agro-processing is not replicated in all countries. The share of jobs from agro-processing 

is increasing over time in Nigeria, Rwanda and Zambia but somewhat declining in Ghana and Tanzania, 

while that from downstream commerce and distribution is generally increasing over time in most 

countries particularly in Ghana and Zambia. From its present low base, it appears the agro-processing 

sector and the rest of the off-farm segment of the agri-food system are not likely to employ more than 20 

percent of the work force in most African countries over the next decade, even if these sectors continue 

to growth rapidly in percentage terms.  



 14 

 

The relatively low share of jobs from agro-processing is perhaps reflective of the continents rising 

dependence on food imports. Evidence from FAO suggests that a rising share of Africa’s growing demand 

for semi-processed, processed, and high value foods is increasingly being supplied through imports. 

Estimates of exports of grains (rice, maize and wheat) across the various regions of Africa also revealed 

the continent as a net importer of grains (Figure 2). Hence, while trading and distribution of the imported 

grain and processed agricultural products seems to be boosting employment in the off-farm segment of 

agri-food system, the pattern of trade in Figure 2 suggests that employment prospects arising from 

agricultural processing has not been fully realized as potential gains in job creation from this sector are 

increasingly being lost to overseas suppliers. A recent FAO report also points to some bottlenecks 

underlying the slower transformation in the agro-processing sector in Africa (Hollinger and Staatz, 2015). 

The report highlights the dualistic nature of the agro-processing sector, which largely comprise of large 

industrial processors and small-scale informal processors.  It noted that growth among the more dynamic 

large-scale industrial processors is usually impeded by a general lack of a reliable supply of local raw 

materials of consistent quality. As a result, these large industrial operators often rely on imported food 

inputs, with adverse effects on production cost. A large part of processing of domestically produced food 

products (especially those based on domestic staples) is still in the hands of the relatively less efficient, 

small-scale and largely informal-sector operators, characterized by low capacity utilization rates and low 

productivity levels. Their activities are also seasonal, and often generate outputs of variable quality 

limiting their entry into emerging urban food distributions system (Hollinger and Staatz, 2015). Addressing 

the capacity and productivity constraints to growth in the agro-processing sector is critical to expanding 

job opportunities in the agri-food system. Nonetheless, this needs to the complemented with 

improvement in local farm production to ensure an adequate supply of raw material for local agri-

businesses and processors and reduce a reliance on imported inputs and food products. Improvement in 

local farm production would also promote job growth in upstream sector including agri-input supply and 

farm service delivery. Farm production growth will thus remain a crucial source of broader economy-wide 

multiplier effects (Mellor, 1976; Johnston and Kilby, 1975; Lipton, 2005).  

 

[Figure 2 about here] 

 

4.2.4 Sectoral shares of new jobs among the working-age population 

So far, we have reported changes over time in the share of jobs in various sectors of the economy.  We 

now examine changes over time in the number and share of new jobs being created in various sectors. 

Table 4 presents the shares in new jobs in both counts and FTEs across employment categories. Total 

number of new jobs is computed as the number of jobs in the second survey year minus the number in 

the first survey year. The results confirm farming as a key source of new jobs in African economies 

particularly in rural areas. It is however important to acknowledge the variability in the sources of new 

jobs across countries. In terms of total number of new jobs created, farming is the largest contributor of 

new jobs in Nigeria (84%), Tanzania (59.1%), Uganda (55.8%), Rwanda (51.6%), and the second largest in 

Mali (24.7%), and Kenya (14%). Because the rapid percentage growth rates in the off-farm sectors is 

beginning from a low base, the total number of new jobs generated is small relative to farming.  
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There are many more new jobs created in the non-farm sector than the off-farm segment of the agri-food 

system. The non-farm sector contributed at least twice as many jobs than the off-farm segment of the 

agri-food system in Ghana, Uganda, Tanzania, and Zambia and as much as six times more jobs in Rwanda. 

The only exception to this is Nigeria, where the off-farm segment of the agri-food system was the sole 

contributor of off-farm employment between 2011 and 2013 because of the decline in the number of 

non-farm jobs during this brief period. 

 

[Table 4 about here] 

 

These findings are robust for Ghana, Nigeria, Tanzania and Zambia when new jobs are computed in terms 

of FTEs. However, in Rwanda and Uganda the largest share of new FTE jobs comes from the non-farm 

sectors of the economy.  Over time, it is expected that the non-farm sectors will eventually account for a 

higher number of new jobs in line with historical patterns of structural transformation in the rest of the 

world.  

 

 

4.3 Employment structure among the youth 

Africa is a youthful continent. Young people constitute a significant share of Africa’s workforce. Young 

people within the 15-24 age bracket comprised between 35% and 40% of the workforce in the various 

countries examined. An additional one-fourth of the work force also falls between the 25-34 age brackets. 

With the young people constituting the largest share of the population in most African countries, youth 

employment has become a major policy priority in the region’s quest to reap a demographic dividend. 

This section therefore explores the labor force dynamics among Africa’s young people.  

 

From a statistical perspective, the United Nations classifies individuals between the ages of 15-24 years 

as youth, compared with the African Union definition of 15-35 years, which has been adopted by national 

youth development programs in some African countries. Hence, to accommodate these two definitions 

of youth, we classify our youth population into two categories: individuals aged 15-24 years, whom we 

refer to as the “youth” in the traditional sense, and individuals aged 25-34 years, hereafter referred to as 

“young adults”. Considering that the majority of individuals within the 15-24 year age bracket still resides 

with their parents or remain dependent on their parents for their sustenance (Bezu and Holden, 2014), 

their current employment situation would at least partially reflect their parents’ family labor allocation 

decisions. The ‘young adult’ category, by contrast, is more likely to reflect the decisions of more 

independent young adults.  

 

The results revealed that the employment structure among young people generally mirrors that of the 

entire working-age population. This is not surprising because the youth and young adults account for such 

a large fraction of the total labor force. We find that farming remains the single largest source of 

employment among young people, despite its declining employment share. About 21.4% of the youth 

population segment (15-24 years) in Nigeria, 29.6% in Zambia, 32.7% in Ghana, 46.7% in Uganda, 47% in 

Rwanda, and 51.4% in Tanzania are engaged in farming as their primary economic activity. Over 55% (40% 
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in FTEs) of all jobs held by the youth (15-24 years) in all the countries in this analysis is in farming. Farming 

is also a dominant employer for the young adults; over 40% of young adults in most countries are engaged 

in farming as their primary economic activity.   

 

The non-farm sector accounts for the second largest percentage of jobs for young people in most 

countries. About 8.5% of the youth population in Nigeria and up to about 20.1% in Rwanda is engaged in 

this sector as their primary economic activity. The non-farm sector also serves as the primary activity for 

between 24.5% and 44.5% of the young adult population, and accounts for about a third of all jobs held 

by this population segment in most countries. Off-farm segment of the agri-food system (including agro-

inputs, commerce and processing) is the primary activity for less than 10% of the youth, employing about 

3% in Uganda and Zambia, 5% in Rwanda and Nigeria, 7% percent in Tanzania and 9.6% in Ghana. Similarly, 

the share of young adults primarily engaged in the off-farm segment of the agri-food system ranges from 

7.6% in Rwanda) to 16.6% in Nigeria.   

 

A key difference observed among young people is the extent to which they are economically inactive 

particularly the youth (15-24 years).8  In fact, the largest fraction of the youth population in most countries 

are economically inactive; Between 23% of the youth population segment (15-24 years) in Tanzania and 

63% in Nigeria are economically inactive primarily due to pursuit of advanced education and training, and 

secondarily because of child rearing in the case of women. Indeed, 92% of the youth determined to be 

economically inactive in Rwanda in 2011 were full time students.9  Similarly, about 79% and 58% of the 

work force was economically inactive in Ghana (2013) and Zambia (2012) respectively. Survey 

respondents cited education as the main reason for their inactivity.  As Filmer and Fox (2014) noted, the 

youth entering the labor force now in Africa have more schooling than previous generations, although 

they also note a declining quality of education in many countries.  Assuming the education these students 

are receiving is valuable, the increased inactivity among the youth could mean a more educated, 

competitive, and productive labor force that possesses the skills necessary to transform the region’s 

economies in the next several decades.  

4.4 Trends in public vs. private sector wage employment vs. self-employment 

While addressing unemployment remains critical, an overriding challenge in many developing countries 

is a lack of remunerative jobs that generate adequate income (Field, 2015). As countries transform their 

economies, the importance of self-employment in the labor market is hypothesized to decline over time 

(La Porta and Schleifer 2014; Yamada, 1996). A slowing workforce growth rate following demographic 

transition, and rapid growth in registered firms during the development process, combine to increase the 

availability of wage/salary employment and eventually make wage jobs a dominant livelihood forms (La 

Porta and Schleifer 2014). Here we examine the extent to which the relative share of self-employment is 

declining as part of the ongoing economic transformation in the region. Table 5 presents the share of self-

                                                        
8 Globally, labor participation rates among the youth (15-24 years) are declining partly due to increasing 
enrollment in school – youth labor force participation rates declined from 59% to 47.3% between 1991 
and 2014 (ILO 2015).  
9 In most countries, the 15-24 years age range spans the period during which secondary and tertiary 
education is obtained.  
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employment/unpaid family labor and wage/salary employment over time. The self-employment/unpaid 

family labor category consist of three types of workers: (i) own account workers (persons operating their 

own economic enterprises without employees); (ii) employers (persons operating their own economic 

enterprises with employees); and (iii) unpaid family workers (persons working without pay in an economic 

enterprise operated by a household member). We combine these three groups here as most available 

data did not permit disaggregation at this level. The share of own account workers and unpaid family 

workers in total employment is suggestive of the level of vulnerable employment in the labor market (ILO 

1993). The wage employment category comprises of persons working for a public or private employer and 

receive remuneration in wages/salary or in kind. Wage employment is further disaggregated between 

public and private sector.  Note that wage employment includes both formal wage (where employee has 

contract and may be entitled to social security) and informal wage employment. The two types of wage 

employment are grouped together here, as most datasets do not allow consistent disaggregation of wage 

employment at this level. Fox and Thomas (2016) estimates about half of all wage workers in SSA to be in 

non-contract jobs often referred to as informal employment. Similarly, in a recent report on Africa’s 

economic transformation, ACET (2014) noted that the share of formal employment in the labor force in 

most African economies for which data was available, is seldom above 25%.   

 

As shown in Table 5, self-employment, including unpaid family labor, accounts for over 75% of total 

employment, indicative of the level of informality of the labor market. Farming is the largest source of 

self-employment constituting between 46% (Nigeria) and 65% (Rwanda) of all self-employment jobs, 

followed by the non-farm sectors (30%-35%). More strikingly, further analysis revealed that those 

engaged in unpaid or family labor constitutes about 25%-40% of the total employment and about 33%-

47% of all self-employment jobs for those countries with available data. Nearly 90% of all unpaid family 

labor jobs are in farming. The youth (15-24 years) are more likely than any other age group to engage in 

unpaid jobs or family labor. From the most recent surveys, about 43% of all unpaid jobs or family labor in 

Rwanda, 50.8% in Nigeria, and 63% in Tanzania and Ghana were held by the youth (15-24 years). 

Individuals in the 15-24-year age range who are active in the labor force are typically out-of-school, and 

often lack significant employable skills, experience, and connections to secure employment, especially in 

the formal wage sector. Their job prospects are thus often restricted to farming and informal enterprises, 

which is associated with low skill requirements, low entry barriers, and hence generally low returns to 

labor. The high proportion of young people in such low-quality work may therefore be reflective of the 

labor market entry difficulties young people faces.  

 

The results also indicate that self-employment will remain a key feature of the labor market in African 

economies in at least in the next few decades.  Most of the observed wage job growth is being accounted 

for by the private sector. Indeed, in Ghana, Rwanda, Zambia and Malawi, wage employment is growing at 

nearly three times the rate of growth in self-employment. However, this rapid growth is starting from a 

very low base and thus translates into a small absolute number of jobs.  As a result, the share of wage 

jobs in total employment remains low in most countries, typically less than 30 percent. The massive 

importance of self-employment jobs in these economies indicates that the share of self-employment in 

total employment is likely not to differ greatly from the figures shown in Table 5 for at least the next 

decade or two.  
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In fact, a recent analysis suggests the share of wage/salary employment in total employment in SSA grew 

only slightly from 25% to 28% between 2000 and 2014 despite the number of wage/salaried jobs 

increasing by roughly 70% during this period. Vulnerable employment, comprised of self-employment and 

unpaid/family labor constituted the majority of the jobs created during the period (Ulimwengu, Collins, 

Yeboah and Traub, 2016). The low share of wage employment is partly explained by the general slow 

growth in wage employment in the public sector, which has historically been the predominant source of 

wage/salaried employment. According to Aryeetey et al. (2014), most African countries have witnessed a 

shedding of public sector wage jobs since the 1990s owing to policies aimed at reducing government wage 

bill. Consequently, the private sector now accounts for a greater share of wage jobs than the public sector.  

As shown in Table 5, the share of private sector wage jobs in total employment is at least three times that 

of public sector wage jobs in Ghana, Tanzania, Uganda, and Rwanda. The non-farm sector is the main 

source of wage employment, contributing over 85% and 60% of the public and private sector wage jobs 

respectively.  

 

With the current small size of wage employment and a relatively rapid labor force growth rates, it is 

unlikely that wage employment will become the dominant employment type for the foreseeable future. 

Self-employment enterprises therefore will remain an important pathway to employing a large share of 

the workforce, especially those youths without secondary school education. Recognizing these oft-

neglected informal self-employment enterprises as a potentially viable livelihood option, and developing 

supportive policies to raise the returns to labor in this sector would be an important step towards 

improving livelihoods in Africa. Moreover, the persistence of low-productivity and low-quality jobs among 

the working-age population also raises questions about the appropriateness of the widely used ILO 

definition of unemployment as a measure of joblessness in Sub-Saharan Africa. Poverty and lack of social 

protection for the unemployed often forces Africans to work in some fashion, even if under poor 

conditions and at very low returns to labor, in order to support themselves. By virtue of their engagement 

in these low quality economic activities, such individuals are often excluded from the account of 

joblessness as per ILO standards. As a result, they may be excluded from policy interventions aimed at 

combating joblessness. Expanding the definition of joblessness to cover the quality of employment and 

underemployment would provide a better picture of the extent of the employment challenge facing the 

continent. 

 

5.0 Relationship between employment structure and agricultural productivity growth 

Agricultural productivity growth has historically been an important driver of economic transformation. In 

fact, in most industrialization experiences, the rise in agricultural productivity allowed agriculture to 

release labor to non-farm sectors, produce more food to moderate wages in the urban industrial sectors, 

supply raw materials to support agro-based industries, increase exports to pay for industrial inputs like 

machinery, and enhance the domestic market for industrial products. Therefore, in an effort to 

understand the evolving employment shifts in the region, we explored the relationship between the pace 

of labor exit from farming and agricultural productivity growth. First, we explore the bivariate relationship 

by computing the change in farming’s employment shares between the available survey years for the 

countries in our analysis and pairing them with average annual agricultural total factor productivity 
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growth over the comparable period.10  Figure 3 suggests that agricultural productivity growth is correlated 

with the pace of labor exit from farming over the past decade. In addition, countries achieving the highest 

rates of agricultural productivity growth (over two distinct periods since 2000) also tended to have 

relatively high increases in labor productivity in the off-farm sectors of the economy (Figure 4).  

 

[Figures 3 and 4 about here] 

 

We explore these relationships in somewhat more depth by pooling the multi-country data over time and 

regressing the rate of change in the agricultural labor force on lagged agricultural productivity growth, 

non-agricultural labor productivity, country governance indicators, a time trend and country fixed effects.  

Our analysis relied on the GGDC’s Africa sector data, which provided information on employment shares 

and labor productivities in both agriculture and non-agriculture sector for an expanded set of countries in 

SSA. Indicators of governance were obtained from the Worldwide Governance Indicator database, 2015 

Update (1996-2014). The database provides aggregate indicators of six broad dimensions of governance: 

(i) voice and accountability (ii) political stability and absence of violence/terrorism (iii) government 

effectiveness (iv) regulatory quality (v) rule of law (vi) control of corruption. Estimates of governance in 

each dimension ranges from -2.5 representing weak governance to 2.5 indicating strong governance 

performance. From our initial analysis, the six dimensions of governance were determined to be highly 

correlated, so we included only one of them (government effectiveness),11 in our model as an indicator of 

governance. Labor productivity in agriculture was computed as the ratio of gross value added in constant 

2005 prices in US dollars to the number of persons engaged in the agriculture, while labor productivity 

from non-agriculture sector was computed as the weighted average of productivities from all non-

agricultural sectors.  To establish that productivity growth was a driver and not an effect of the changes 

in farming’s employment share, the labor productivity in agriculture and non-agriculture sectors as well 

as governance variables were computed as lagged moving averages over the five years prior to the year 

of the dependent variable, the share of employment in farming. Further analysis revealed that varying the 

time lag period did not alter the conclusion of the results. The results are generally robust to whether we 

use a 3- or 5-year moving average of lagged labor productivities as well as governance indicators.  Table 

6 provides the summary statistics of the variables included in the model. Farming’s employment shares 

and the lag labor productivities in agriculture and non-agriculture were subsequently transformed into 

log form to enable us interpret the coefficients as elasticities. Our analysis is restricted to the 1995-2014 

period for which data was available.  We ran a series of models with different estimators to examine 

robustness (pooled OLS, fixed effects, and first-differenced OLS models).  

 

                                                        
10 TFP growth rates were obtained from the Economic Research Service Total Factor Productivity Database, 
compliments of Keith Fuglie.  
11 From the World Governance Indicator database, government effectiveness “reflects perception of the quality of 
public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the 
quality of policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government's commitment to such 
policies”. See www.govindicators.org 

 
 

http://www.govindicators.org/
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Table 7 reports the estimated effects of lagged labor productivities in agriculture and non-agriculture 

sector, lag indicator of governance, and country dummies on the log of agriculture’s employment shares. 

Nigeria was used as the omitted reference country dummy.  For all of the models run, the results confirm 

that labor productivity in agriculture is strongly associated with a declining employment share in farming. 

Results from pooled Ordinary Least Squares (OLS), random and fixed effect models suggest a one 

percentage increase in average agriculture labor productivity over the previous five-year period results in 

about 42% decline in the share of the labor force engaged in farming, holding other factors constant. This 

finding is consistent with historical structural transformation processes in Asia and elsewhere, where 

agricultural productivity growth was a major driver of economic transformation and associated shifts in 

the labor force to non-farm sectors among countries in their early stages of development (Timmer, 1988; 

Mellor, 1976).  These descriptive multivariate results therefore lend support to the notion that the 

expansion of job opportunities in the overall economy will be greatly affected by government policies and 

programs affecting the rate and inclusivity of productivity growth in farming. With differential resource 

endowment and prevailing low productivity nature of farming in SSA, it is possible that in some countries, 

other sectors may have a comparative advantage over farming for public investment, especially from a 

static and partial equilibrium perspective. However, this may not necessarily be the case when the long 

term income and employment multipliers from farming is accounted for in a more dynamic and general 

equilibrium analysis. Therefore, even in those countries where it may not be comparatively advantageous 

to invest in farming in the present, farming’s strong linkages with other sectors and potential employment 

multipliers may justify significant policy attention.   

 

Second, the log of lag labor productivity in the non-agriculture sector and lag index of governance were 

both found to be negatively related to changes in farming’s employment share. However, their effect on 

changes in farming’s employment share over the last decade and half was not statistically significant when 

controlling for country specific effects.   

 

6.0 Conclusions and implications 

This paper has examined the demographic and employment shifts within the working-age population in 

nine African countries. Despite variations across countries, some broad observations are apparent. First, 

there has been rapid transformation in the African economies since 2000 with highly variable pattern of 

labor reallocation from farming to off-farm sectors across countries. Generally, the number of working-

age individuals (young people) engaged in farming is increasing in absolute terms but the share of farming 

in total employment is declining over time in most countries. Despite its declining employment share, 

farming remains extremely important for livelihoods and economic growth; It is the single largest source 

of employment, and growth in this sector may contribute greatly to the creation of new jobs for Africa’s 

burgeoning work force.  

 

Second, the pace of economic transformation from farm to off-farm sectors over the past decade in Africa 

appears to be related to the rate of agricultural productivity growth. Rapid declines in farming’s 

employment share and labor productivity growth in non-agricultural sectors were observed among 

countries having experienced rapid growth in agricultural productivity. These patterns, also seen in Asia’s 

structural transformation process, lend support to the notion that the expansion of job opportunities will 
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be greatly affected by government policies and programs affecting the rate of productivity growth in 

farming. Hence, a major entry point to influence the on-going economic transformation would be to 

promote investment in on-farm productivity growth. The sheer number of people engaged in farming and 

its strong growth linkages with the rest of the economy implies that public investment directed at 

increasing productivity in farming holds considerable prospect for broad-based and inclusive agricultural 

growth with greater multiplier effects on off-farm job creation. 

Third, the share of new jobs in the off-farm segment of the agri-food system is growing rapidly in 

percentage terms. However, this growth is starting from a low base, currently accounting for less than 

10% of the jobs held by the youth and 23% of the working-age population in most countries. Hence, even 

with rapid percentage growth, as in countries like Tanzania and Ghana, the off-farm segment of the agri-

food systems will not match farming or the non-farm sector in the absolute number of new jobs created, 

at least over the next decade.   

Fourth, observed trends are generally robust whether employment in the nationally representative 

datasets used in this study are defined in terms of counts of jobs or in terms of full-time equivalents. The 

latter measure computes the share of individual’s work time over the year that can be allocated to a range 

of jobs. Due to the seasonal nature of farming, the share of employment from farming was consistently 

lower when computed using the FTE approach, while that from the off-farm sectors rises. The rate of labor 

exit from farming is also pronounced when job shares are computed in FTE terms suggesting that 

estimates based on counts potentially mask the pace of the economic transformation underway in the 

region. Nonetheless, the sectoral employment trends are highly similar regardless of whether defined in 

terms of primary employment sources, the range of all jobs undertaken by individuals, or the FTE 

approach.   

Fifth, employment trends observed for the youth are remarkably similar to that of the total working-age 

population, regardless of whether we define youth as between 15-24 or 15-35 years of age. This might 

not be surprising, considering that the 15-24 age range contains roughly 40% of the total workforce, 

whereas the 15-35 age range contains over 55%. The main difference observed is the high level of 

economic inactivity among the 15-24 age group primarily due to increase educational enrollment. It 

appears Africa’s future workforce will be substantially more educated and perhaps well placed to navigate 

labor market challenges if policy ensures that their education equips them with the skills required for 

productive employment.  

Lastly, an examination of the type of employment suggests the informal sector will continue to be a key 

feature of African labor markets for the foreseeable future. Growth in wage employment in both private 

and public sectors is starting from a low base and even with high annual growth rates will not generate 

enough jobs to employ more than a small fraction of the rapidly expanding labor force. The slow pace of 

demographic transition and prevailing low educational and skill levels among a large portion of Africa’s 

expanding labor force also implies that a rapid transition into well-paying formal wage jobs in the off-farm 

sector in the immediate future is nearly infeasible. Consequently, the majority of the new entrants to the 

labor market would most likely end up working in informal enterprises and farming. The informal sector 

is ironically viewed by many policymakers as a hindrance to economic growth and hence generally outside 
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the scope of most public policy interventions. This negative posture towards the informal sector would 

need to change to help improve the livelihoods of the millions of young Africans whose livelihoods will 

depend on this sector.  At the very least African policymakers may therefore need to re-orient their 

policies to recognize informal enterprises as a viable livelihood option and institute productivity enhancing 

strategies to harness employment gains from this sector.    
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Figure 1. Trends in sectoral employment in various countries  

 

Source: Authors based on GGDC data 
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Figure 2.  Trends in grain export from Africa by region 

 

Source:  Authors based on FAO 2015 data. 
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Figure 3.  Relationship between total factor productivity growth and change in share of labor 

force engaged in farming 

 

Source:  Authors.   Mean annual agricultural TFP growth rates for 2003-2012 from USDA TFP dataset (Fuglie, 

2015); Spearman Correlation coefficient = -0.6862, prob > |t| =0.0412 
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Figure 4.  Relationship between total factor productivity growth and labor productivity in non-agricultural 

sector 

 

Source: Authors Agricultural total factor productivity growth rates derived from USDA TFP dataset (Fuglie, 2015) and 

computed as mean annual rates over 2001-2005 and 2006-2011 periods; labor productivity growth rates (mean 

annual rates over 2001-2005 and 2006-2011 period) derived from Groningen Global Development Centre 

employment.  NB: two points are shown for each country; the latter period (2006-2011) for each country is denoted 

with “1” (e.g. Malawi1 represents Malawi 2006-2011).  

Spearman Correlation coefficient = 0.3721, rob > |t| = 0.0881 
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Table 1.  Changes in the number of individuals of working-age (15-64 years) over time for rural vs. urban 

areas 

Source: Author’s estimates from Ghana Living Standard Survey 5 and 6; Zambia labor force surveys 2005 and 2012; 

Rwanda Integrated Household Living Survey; Tanzania National Panel Survey; Uganda National Panel Survey; 

General Household survey. *Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ghana	 Kenya* Malawi*	 Mali*	 Nigeria	 Rwanda Tanzania	 Uganda	 Zambia	

2005-2013 1999-2009 1998-2008 1998-2009 2006-2010 2006-2011 2008-2012 2005-2012 2005-2012

Total	#	of	working	age	individuals	(15-64)	in	base	year 12,531,725	 14,979,080	 5,195,510	 4,957,820	 77,170,563	 5,075,138	 19,017,377	 13,779,475	 6,236,683	

%	of	working	age	in	urban	area 41.7 28.2 16.0 29.4 26.0 18.2											 26.8 20.0 39.6

%	of	working	age	in	rural	area 58.3 71.8 84.0 70.6 74.0 81.8											 73.2 80.0 60.4

Total	#	of	working	age	individuals	(15-64)	in	end	year 14,679,955	 20,543,290	 6,802,300	 7,021,500	 95,866,202	 5,795,397	 24,113,058	 16,027,014	 7,478,049	

%	of	working	age	in	urban	area 53.4 36.0 16.7 26.0 22.4 16.2											 31.1 19.6 44.6

%	of	working	age	in	rural	area 46.6 64.0 82.5 74.0 77.6 83.8											 68.9 80.4 55.4

Annual	%	change	in	#	of	working	age	individuals	from	base	to	end	year 2.1 3.7 3.1 3.8 6.1 2.8 6.7 2.3 2.8

	Urban	 6.3 7.5 3.6 2.3 1.8 0.9 11.8 2.0 5.0

	Rural	 -0.8 2.2 2.9 4.4 7.5 3.6 4.8 2.4 1.4
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Table 2.  Economic activity status of the working-age population (15-64 years) from most recent 

nationally representative surveys (FTE vs total job counts) 

 

 
 

*Data does not permit disaggregation of off-farm into within and outside the agri-food system 

- Reference period of employment for Zambia is previous 7 days  

 

Source: Author’s estimates from Ghana Living Standard Survey 5 and 6; Zambia labor force surveys 2005 and 2012; 

Rwanda Integrated Household Living Survey; Tanzania National Panel Survey; Uganda National Panel Survey; 

General Household survey. *Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS 
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Table 3 Changes in sectoral share of total jobs among working-age population (15-64 years) over 

time 

 

 
~ Data does not permit disaggregation of off-farm into within and outside the agri-food system;  AFS represents the 

agri-food system 

Source: Author’s estimates from Ghana Living Standard Survey 5 and 6; Zambia labor force surveys 2005 and 2012; 

Rwanda Integrated Household Living Survey; Tanzania National Panel Survey; Uganda National Panel Survey; 

General Household survey. ~Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS   
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Table 4.  Changes over time in the numbers and shares of new jobs by sector, based on full-time 

equivalent (FTE) jobs and total number of jobs.   

 

 
Total # of new jobs= # of jobs in Year2 - # of jobs in Year1.    *AFS represents the agri-food system 

 

Source: Author’s estimates from Ghana Living Standard Survey 5 and 6; Zambia labor force surveys 2005 and 2012; 

Rwanda Integrated Household Living Survey; Tanzania National Panel Survey; Uganda National Panel Survey; 

General Household survey. *Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS   
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Table 5.  Type of employment over time 
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Table 6.  Summary statistics of variables in the model 
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Table 7.  Determinants of changes in agriculture’s employment shares over time 
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Appendix 

 

Table A1.  Changes in economic activity status among working-age population, by sector.  

 
Source: Author’s estimates from Ghana Living Standard Survey 5 and 6; Zambia labor force surveys 2005 and 2012; 

Rwanda Integrated Household Living Survey; Tanzania National Panel Survey; Uganda National Panel Survey; 

General Household survey. *Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS  

* Data does not permit disaggregation of off-farm into within and outside the agri-food system  
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