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Knowledge for Development

Providing Out-of-School Girls with 
Skills: Situation Analysis
Ayesha Khan and Mupuwaliywa Mupuwaliywa

This policy brief analyzes the current skill set 
and employment status of adolescent girls 
(ages 15–19 years unless stated otherwise) in 
Zambia. Based on available data,1 it describes 
labor market trends for adolescent girls and 
labor market demand and supply.

Why Skills for Girls?
A growing adolescent population with low 
levels of skills and/or educational attainment 
poses challenges to Zambia’s economic 
development and growth. The country’s 
population is projected to almost double by 
2030 and hit 140 million by 2100. In 2010 
about 130,000 young workers were added to 
the labor force; in 2030, more than twice this 
number will be added.

Adolescent girls in Zambia are of particu-
lar concern—44 percent of girls aged 15–19 
years are out of school and unlikely to return.

The tough decisions regarding youth tran-
sitions during adolescence are embedded in 
multiple economic and sociocultural determi-
nants and are disproportionately risky for girls, 
greatly affecting their healthy development. 
Choices made by girls and their families will 
influence girls’ economic opportunities, health 
outcomes, and skill sets attained later in life 
and have a significant impact on the country’s 
demographics, economic development, and 
poverty alleviation. Zambia’s population and 
labor force is young and growing fast. The 
population is projected to almost double by 
2030 and hit 140 million by 2100. In 2010, 

1 Data in this brief are from the 2012 Labor Force 
Survey, unless stated otherwise. 

approximately 130,000 young workers were 
added to the labor force; in 2030, approxi-
mately 300,000 will be added.

Promoting relevant technical and life 
skills is one option to empower adolescent 
girls by increasing their capacity to gener-
ate income and enhancing their “bargaining 
power” within the household. These girls and 
their families are unlikely to be able to bear 
the costs (or opportunity costs) of school-
ing or skills formation needed to generate 
sufficient income, posing a high risk of early 
marriage or pregnancy. For girls who have 
dropped out of school, skills development 
can offer a positive alternative to early family 
formation and put them on a path toward a 
healthy future. Two sets of skills contribute 
to success in the labor market: life skills and 
income generation skills. Life skills, or “soft 
skills,” are “a comprehensive set of universal 
cognitive and noncognitive skills and abilities, 
connecting behavior, attitudes, and knowl-
edge” (International Youth Foundation 2014). 
Income-generation skills include the technical 
and business skills needed to earn a living. 
For the purposes of this Brief, skills refers to 
both life and income-generating skills.

Labor Market Trends
Labor force participation rates are 
much lower for adolescents in Zambia 
than overall rates: only a third of Zambia’s 
1.75  million adolescents are economically 
active. However, this is likely due to the 
fact that almost 90 percent of economically 
inactive adolescents are full-time students. 
Overall, the labor force participation rate 
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in Zambia is 71 percent, and 80 percent of 
employment is nonwage, as is typical in other 
African agrarian economies.

Female adolescents are more economi-
cally active than their male counterparts, 
regardless of rural-urban location. Overall, 
the proportion of economically active female 
adolescents is higher than that of male ado-
lescents (56 and 44 percent, respectively).2 
Labor force participation, which has declined 
overall since 2005,3 is the highest for rural 
females (48 percent), followed by rural males 
(35 percent), urban females (27 percent), and 
urban males (23 percent). The decline in youth 
labor force participation rates is in keeping 
with global trends, with reasons ranging from 
higher participation in secondary and terti-
ary education to other factors. However, it 
should be noted that Sub-Saharan Africa has 
on average not experienced the same level 
of decrease in youth labor force participation 
(International Labor Organization 2015).

Rural youth, who are also more likely to be 
poor, to be out-of-school, and to move out 
of the household at an earlier age, are more 
economically active than urban youth. This is 
especially true of rural females.

A significantly higher proportion of rural 
females 17–19 years old work compared to 
rural males in the same age cohort (41 and 
26 percent, respectively). For urban youth, 
the highest level of disparity across gender is 
among youth 19 years of age: almost twice as 
many females work as males.

2 This is the opposite of what is seen in the Sub-Saharan 
Africa region—on average, the male labor force 
participation rate for the 15–24 years age cohort is 
higher than that for females (56.6 vs. 52 percent, 
respectively).
3 Labor force participation for adolescents 15–19 years 
of age was 60 percent in 2005, 44 percent in 2008, and 
34 percent in 2012.

Adolescent unemployment is more 
prevalent in urban areas (a trend common 
to the Sub-Saharan Africa region). In urban 
Zambia, female adolescents are more likely to 
be unemployed. In addition, a relatively higher 
proportion of adolescent girls (and boys) who 
are unemployed have completed schooling 
between grades 8 and 12 (52 and 27  percent, 
respectively). While a more detailed examina-
tion of these trends is warranted, a possible 
reason may be that urban youth and ado-
lescents entering or completing secondary 
school are from households belonging to 
higher income quintiles who can afford to 
take longer to search for opportunities in 
higher education and wage employment.4 
Overall, unemployment for youth 15–19 years 
old hovered between 12 and 13 percent from 
2005 to 2012. However, as shown in figure 1, 
unemployment rates are highly variable by 
gender and location.

Adolescent girls, whether employed or 
unemployed, attain similar levels of educa-
tion and skills as their male counterparts. 
Adolescent girls who are employed have 
between one and seven years of schooling 
(58 percent), compared to those who are 
unemployed (40 percent). The incidence of 
skills training is very low: Only 1.4 percent of 
girls 15–19 years old report having received 
skills training, which is similar to boys in the 
same age cohort (1.9 percent). Urban youth 
are twice as likely to have received skills 
training as rural youth.

A higher proportion of adolescent girls 
than adolescent boys are engaged in 
part-time employment, and, among those 

4 Schools charge fees starting in lower-secondary 
school, and physical access to secondary schools is 
much harder for rural students, as secondary schools 
are more likely to be located near urban areas.

Figure 1. Unemployment Rates in Zambia, by Gender and Location, 2005–12

Source: 2005, 2008, 2012 Labor Force Survey.
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15 years and older, more females than 
males work in the informal  sector (90 vs. 
78 percent, respectively). Almost all adoles-
cent females are employed in agriculture or 
elementary occupations (98 percent), with the 
majority classified as agricultural, forestry, and 
fishery workers (58 percent) or engaged in paid 
household activities (28 percent). However, 
this pattern is not peculiar to females, as most 
adolescent males also work in agriculture 
or elementary occupations (90 percent). In 
fact, in Africa, especially in its lower income 
countries, the majority of the labor force 
works in the agriculture sector. Only 1 percent 
of adolescent girls in Zambia are engaged in 
occupations related to crafts and related trade, 
compared to 8 percent of males.

Females aged 15 years and older earn 
about 50  percent less than males in the 
informal sector but 27 percent more 
than males in the formal sector. The wage 
 differential for employment in the formal ver-
sus informal sector is higher for females than 
for males. A qualitative study (commissioned 
as part of World Bank 2013) found that most 
youth would prefer to work in the public 
sector, which pays higher wages for similar 
education, location, gender, and experience. 
Most rural youth lack mobility and work in 
agriculture throughout their life. The avail-
ability of labor market information also varies 
between rural and urban populations, with 
urban youth at an advantage.

Regardless of the type of employment, 
employers in Zambia seek workers with 
education and training. A Labor Demand 
Enterprise Survey (LDES) conducted by the 
International Labour Organization in 2012 
reveals that more than one-third of enter-
prises expected persons filling professional 

positions to have completed postsecondary 
vocational training (38.1 percent) and another 
third expected them to hold a university degree. 
For production workers, enterprises had fewer 
expectations that employees would have a uni-
versity degree (3.5 percent), but they did expect 
recruits to have at least a secondary-level 
education (35.1  percent) or postsecondary 
vocational training (33.4  percent). In addition, 
whether recruiting workers for elementary 
occupations or for managerial or professional 
positions, more than 45 percent of employers 
said that they consider education and training 
to be the most important characteristic.

A lack of information and data makes it 
difficult to draw conclusions about the links 
between trends in employment of female 
adolescents and trends in child marriage or 
teenage pregnancies. What the data do tell 
us is that employed adolescent girls are more 
likely to be married than employed adolescent 
males and economically inactive girls. In addi-
tion, more than a fourth of women cite family 
responsibilities (19.7 percent) and pregnancy 
(8.2 percent) as reasons for being economically 
inactive (Chigunta, Chisup, and Elder 2013).

Skills Training Supply
The majority of skills training programs are 
run by skills training providers and, to a 
limited extent, by the formal schooling 
system and industry. There are 275 skills 
training institutions registered with the 
Technical Education, Vocational, and 
Entrepreneurship Training Authority,5 

5 The main government agency responsible for 
registering and regulating providers of technical, 
vocational, and entrepreneurship training (among other 
functions).

Figure 2. Employment of Adolescents 15–17 Years of Age in Zambia, by Industry and Gender, 2012

Source: 2012 Labor Force Survey.
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 enrolling more than 35,000 students 
(45 percent female) in 2013. These institutions 
are owned by various stakeholders, such as 
the public sector (32 percent), private sector 
(28 percent), churches (21 percent), communi-
ties, trusts, or companies (13 percent), and 
nongovernmental organizations (6 percent). 
About 80 percent of institutions are located in 
urban areas (along the rail line). Enrollment by 
gender has remained largely constant since 
2009. Female enrollment is high in business 
studies (58 percent of total enrollment) and 
low in technical studies (14 percent of total 
enrollment), and this has remained largely 
unchanged over the past few years.

Skills training is offered as part 
of secondary school curricula to students 
selected for a technical stream at grades 
8 and 10. However, the scale of training 
is very small (total enrollment for grades 
8 and 10 was less than 3,500 students 
in 2013). Enrolled trainees in grade 8 are 
mostly male (76  percent of total enroll-
ment), but the gender gap narrows sig-
nificantly at grade 10 (44 percent of those 
enrolled are girls). Females are more likely 
than males to enroll in courses such as 
general hospitality, secretarial and business 
studies, food production, and design, cut-
ting, and tailoring, which are offered mainly 
at the grade 10 level.

To a limited extent, industry provides 
on-the-job training. The LDES reveals that 
less than half (41.6 percent) of employers 
offered some level of training to their employ-
ees over the previous 12 months. Employers 
seem reluctant to invest in training, perhaps 
due to the cost. Of the employers who did 
invest in training, 52.5 percent had trained 
fewer than five employees. Most training was 
job related (98.5 percent) and informal in 
nature (61.1 percent).

Of note are several skills training 
programs targeting women and girls. 
The Ministry of Community Development, 

Mother, and Child Health runs a skills 
 program that trains vulnerable women, 
mostly between 15 and 35 years of age 
and with no previous schooling, in cookery, 
carpentry, metal fabrication, and tailoring. 
The Adolescent Girls Empowerment Program 
imparts health and financial education and 
life skills to girls 10–19 years of age from 
low-income backgrounds. The Campaign for 
Female Education and Tasintha train girls 
in entrepreneurship skills, provide start-up 
capital, and offer technical support until 
businesses are established.

Conclusion
A strong case can be made for examining 
in more depth the trends in female adoles-
cent employment and the links between 
employment and child marriage and early 
pregnancies. While adolescent girls are 
more economically active, more likely to be 
engaged in part-time employment, more 
likely to be unemployed, and more likely to 
earn less than their male counterparts, little 
is known about how these trends affect the 
choices made by adolescent girls and their 
households. Further analysis of these trends 
could facilitate the development of policy 
options  designed to create potential for a 
demographic dividend in Zambia.
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