


Assessing the Effectiveness of Government Policies on Youth Employment in Sierra Leone

ABSTRACT 
​‍​Aims: To assess how well the government youth-employment policies work in Sierra Leone by examining program design features, youth perceptions, and structural barriers to job access in five cities.
Study design: A mixed-method research design that includes both quantitative and qualitative research methods.
Place and Duration of Study: Between February and June 2025, data collection took place in Sierra Leone, where we purposively sampled urban (Freetown), semi-urban (Bo, Makeni, Kenema), and rural-adjacent (Moyamba) locations to evaluate potential regional differences in policy impact.
Methodology: We targeted 450,000 youth in the age bracket (15-35years) living in the five cites. Stratified random sampling was employed to choose 500 youths (aged 15–35) for the administration of structured questionnaires. 40 stakeholder representatives were interviewed using semi-structured interviews. Quantitative data were processed and analyzed using SPSS (descriptive/inferential statistics), whereas qualitative data were analyzed through thematic analysis.
Results: Nearly 44% of youths were engaged in the informal sector, 29% were unemployed, and 56% lived below the national poverty line. Policies that complied with ILO standards and were well-funded were the most significant predictors of positive employment outcomes, whereas digital access, bureaucratic delays, and high costs limited opportunities. The active involvement of youth improved the perception of the effectiveness of the policy.
Conclusion: The​‍​‌‍​‍‌ youth employment policies in Sierra Leone have a certain degree of effectiveness; however, they require improvements, especially in areas such as digital accessibility for the youth, slowing down bureaucratic processes, and employing the youth at a higher rate. The integration of the ILO standard, sufficiently funded and designed jointly with the youth into the 2026 National Youth Policy by such projects as a free-of-charge e-portal, a maximum 15-day approval period, and a smartphone micro-grant will be very important for turning the demographic dividend into decent, formal job ‍​‌‍​‍‌opportunities.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Youth unemployment has become a major international development challenge, with widespread implications for economic activity, social stability, and personal well-being; although global youth unemployment hit a 15-year low of 13 % in 2013, 64.9 million young people remained jobless or under-employed in precarious, low-wage informal work, largely due to a chronic skills mismatch (World Economic Forum, 2024), prompting governments and international organizations to adopt ALMPs skills training, entrepreneurship assistance and job-search support that have raised employment and earnings, especially in low- and middle-income countries. Young people’s employment challenge is particularly acute in Sub-Saharan Africa, the world’s youngest region, whose “demographic dividend” strains labour markets amid political unrest and economies dependent on small-scale farming and informality, leading ECOWAS to promote regional industrialization and youth employment strategies (ECDPM 2017). Sierra​‍​‌‍​‍‌ Leone, which is just about a generation away from its civil war, is a vivid example of this crisis: official ILO estimates show a mere 3.6% of unemployment in 2024, but other data sources point to 60-70% of youth being unemployed or under-employed, out of which 90% are engaged in irregular street-trading or bike-taxi jobs and are excluded from formal employment because of patronage networks. As a countermeasure, government ministries and donors have introduced the Medium-Term National Development Plan 2024-2030 (“Big 5.3 Youth Employment Scheme” creating 500,000 jobs), the National Youth Policy 2020 (TVET, NYS), the World Bank’s SDP/SDF and the EU-funded “Opportunity Salome” project, however, these supply-side, training-heavy initiatives are inadequately financed, lightly enforced and are at odds with the market (Peacebuilding Commission, 2011). Hence, this research undertakes the examination of whether ILO-aligned, sufficiently funded, and youth-co-created policies, instead of only training, can break through the digital, bureaucratic, and financial barriers and thus transform Sierra Leone's demographic dividend into decent, formal ‍​‌‍​‍‌jobs.
1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT
The International Labour Organization and the World Bank (2025) noted that in Sierra Leone, young people are most affected by chronic under-employment and low-skill jobs, which have become a major development bottleneck for the country. Government-led interventions, such as the National Youth Service Scheme, youth entrepreneurship programs, and a few GIZ-funded youth employment projects, are available but irregular in coverage. They generally have a male default setting and relatively simple interactions among the projects (Mbeteh, Pellegrini, and Mehtap, 2019). Meanwhile, political patronage and client-list recruitment practices also distort labour-market outcomes. They reduce the number of merit-based job matches while discouraging actual job search for high-skill applicants. Even though such evidence fully vindicates ALMPs, they have been shown in low- and middle-income contexts to increase both youth employment and earnings. Their impact in Sierra Leone is uncertain because most of the evaluations to date have been too superficial and the programmes themselves poorly implemented (Employment Effects of Skills Training, 2024). A recent cluster-randomized trial that integrated a Youth-Readiness Intervention with entrepreneurship training has shown improved work performance and decreased depression (Mental Health Repository, 2023). The results suggest that providing both psychosocial and enterprise support together can achieve higher combined outcomes. Therefore, a systematic review of existing government policies on youth employment in Sierra Leone is indispensable, based on a detailed assessment of their effectiveness, fairness, and sustainability. The investigation is expected to identify and offer remedies for systemic barriers such as patronage networks and program design faults, as well as articulate practical suggestions on scaling up interventions that are tried-and-tested but proven with solid evidence (Calderone, Fiala, Melyoki, and Schoofs, 2024).
1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
i. To assess government policies on youth unemployment in Sierra Leone.
ii. To analyze the youth perceptions of the effectiveness of employment initiatives, the selected cities
iii. To identify barriers to accessing job opportunities created by these policies 
   1.3.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
i. II How do government policies influence youth unemployment rates in Sierra Leone?
ii. What are youth perceptions of the effectiveness of employment initiatives?
iii. What barriers hinder youth from accessing available job opportunities?
2.0 MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1 Research Design
This study was designed as a mixed-method research in which quantitative and qualitative methodologies were used to examine the impact of government youth employment policies, understand young people’s perspectives, and explore the barriers to accessing five major cities in Sierra Leone. The triangulation of data that comes from the mixed-methods design also helps to increase the validity and reliability of findings by cross-validating statistical trends with an understanding derived from within a context (Creswell & Clark, 2018).
2.1.1 Quantitative Method
Youth participants were quantitatively sampled via structured questionnaires. This method recorded relevant variables such as: policy awareness, participation rates, perception of the effectiveness of employment schemes, and the seriousness of access barriers to opportunities created by policies. Analysis of survey data involved the possibility for systematic comparisons between cities and across demographic subgroups.
2.1.2 Qualitative Method
A total of 40 key stakeholders were interviewed in semi-structured interviews, including individuals from MOYA, youth officers at the district local government level, UNDP coordinators for the youth program, and leaders of youth-led organizations. These interviews revealed institutional barriers to policy enactment, the voices of those affected by youth engagement, and recommendations for policy improvement that enhanced quantitative data with rich context.

2.2 Study Area
The study was implemented in five cities across different regions and socioeconomic status of Sierra Leone: Freetown (Western Area), Bo (Southern Province), Makeni (Northern Province), Moyamba (Southern Province), and Kenema (Eastern Province). This type of selection ensured the representation of urban, semi-urban, and rural-proximity environments necessary for the comparative analysis of public policy effectiveness.
Freetown: The capital and commercial center, population ~1.2 million (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2022). It is the site of most formal sector employment and government facilities, against which other urban policies are set.
Bo: The second largest city (~230,000) and commercial hub in the Southern Province (SSL, 2022), where a mix of formal and informal youth employment exists related to trade/agriculture.
Makeni: A fast-growing city in the north (population ~180,000) with fledgling agribusiness and vocational training initiatives that reflect semi-urban youth labour markets (World Bank 2023).
Moyamba: A city with a more rural-adjacent character (population EST ~85,000) in the Southern Province, which reflects youth livelihoods dependent on subsistence agriculture and informal trade that demonstrate difficulties of access to rural policies (AfDB 2023).
Kenema: An eastern city (~210,000 inhabitants), serving as a small-scale mining and agricultural center of population where there is high youth unemployment driven by post-conflict economic recovery slippages (UNDP, 2023).
The fact that the cities have a mix of economic base and demographic make-up makes these findings generalizable to youth employment in Sierra Leone generally.
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Fig. 1. Map of Sierra Leone showing the study areas
                                                 Source: Google Maps 2024
2.3 Population of the Study
The focus population was young men and women aged 15–35 years resident in the five sampled cities, in line with the National Youth Policy of Sierra Leone (2020–2025) definition of youth. The entire youth population of the five cities is about 450,000 (SSL, 2022). This group was prioritized as the first target of government youth employment policies and as those most affected by unemployment among the young.
2.4 Sample and Sampling Procedure
2.4.1 Sample Size
The sample was calculated by using the formula of Cochran (1977) for finite populations, with a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 4.5% (to guarantee precision on secondary subgroups):
………………………………………………………………………………….. Eq1.
Where: n = sample size,
             N = population size (450,000),
              e = margin of error (0.045).
…………….Eq2.
A sample of 500 youth was drawn (rounded up for robustness) with proportional allocation of 100 respondents per city for balanced geographical representation.
2.4.2 Sampling Procedure
Stratified random sampling was employed to minimize potential bias and achieve inclusivity. The youth in each city were stratified based on three significant variables:
1. Age (15–18 years, 19–22 years, 23–35 years),
2. Gender (male, female, non-binary),
3. Employment status (employed formal, employed informal, unemployed, and underemployed).
Random samples were drawn from each stratum, ensuring adequate representation of marginalized groups (e.g., unemployed youth, female youth) often underrepresented in policy evaluations (Fowler, 2013).
2.5 Data Collection Tool 
Two instruments were employed to collect the data: 
2.5.1 Structured Questionnaire 
The questionnaire consisted of four parts, which were both closed-ended (quantitative) and open-ended (qualitative):
· Socio-economic characteristics (including age, gender, marital status, level of education, employment status, and monthly income)
· Awareness of and engagement with policy (awareness of Government measures, record of involvement).
· Perceptions of policy effectiveness (Likert-scale ratings of impact, relevance, and trust in government). 
· Constraints in availing opportunities (type and magnitude of digital, bureaucratic, gender, and financial constraints).
2.5.2 Semi-Structured Interview Guide
The interview questions for the stakeholders were:
· Challenges to implementation (e.g., budgeting and expenditures, inter-ministerial coordination) of youth employment policies;
· How youth participation in policy design and delivery was perceived,
· Approaches for dealing with barriers to youth access.
2.6 Validation of the Instrument
2.6.1 Validity
The questionnaires were pilot tested with 40 youth (8 per city), non-participants of the main sample. As a result, some of the feedback was used to modify the phraseology of some of the selected ambiguous items (e.g., Naming of policies and Simplification of some of the Likert-scale anchors). Expert validation of the instrument was achieved through the review of three youth development academicians and two senior MOYA officers who established content adequacy and relevance of the instrument to the study objectives (Zikmund et al., 2013).
2.6.2 Reliability
Internal consistency of the Likert-type scales of the questionnaire (perceived effectiveness and severity of the barrier) was also evaluated through Cronbach’s alpha. A value of 0.81 was obtained for the coefficient, which is more than the cut-off point of 0.70, indicating good internal consistency (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). 
2.7 Data Sources
Primary Data: The data were collected using a structured questionnaire among 500 youth and semi-structured interviews with 40 stakeholders over a period of four months.
Secondary Data: The data were collected from government reports (MOYA’s 2022 Youth Employment Progress Report) and international organization reports (ILO, 2023; UNDP, 2023), national census (SSL, 2022), and published articles on policy relating to youth employment in Sierra Leone and Sub-Saharan Africa.
2.8 Data Collection Procedure
There were three key steps for data collection:
· Enumerator Training: 15 enumerators (3 per city) were trained in ethical research protocols (confidentiality, informed consent), questionnaire administration, and cultural sensitivity.
· Informed Consent: Written consent was obtained from all participants; youth under the age of 18 had parental or guardian consent.
· Fieldwork & Quality Control: Face-to-face interviews were conducted to achieve a better rate of co-operation. Daily, all the completed questionnaires were checked for completeness, and 15% of the responses were spot-checked randomly to ascertain the accuracy. The interviews were audio-recorded (with permission) and transcribed verbatim. 
2.9 Data Analysis
2.9.1 Analysis of Data Quantitative
The quantitative data were cleaned and analyzed in SPSS Version 28.0:
· Descriptive analysis: Frequencies, percentages, and means were used to summarize the sociodemographic characteristics, awareness of policy, and its perceived effectiveness.
· Inferential Statistics:
· One-way ANOVA was used to evaluate differences in policy effectiveness scores among the five cities.
· A multiple regression analysis was used to determine the socio-economic and contextual variables that predicted youth access to opportunities created by policy.
The regression model was specified as:
  ……………………………………..Eq3.
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Table 1. Description of Variables Used in the Regression Model
	Variable
	Code
	Type
	Description
	A-priori Expectation

	Access to Job Opportunities (Dependent)
	Y
	Dummy
	1 = Accessed, 0 = Not accessed
	-

	Age
	(X1)
	Continuous
	Age of youth (years)
	±

	Gender
	(X2)
	Dummy
	1 = Male, 0 = Female/Non-binary
	±

	Education
	(X3)
	Continuous
	Years of formal schooling
	+

	Policy Awareness
	(X4)
	Dummy
	1 = Aware of policies, 0 = Not aware
	+

	City Type
	(X5)
	Dummy
	1 = Urban (Freetown), 0 = Non-urban
	+

	Marital Status
	(X6)
	Dummy
	1 = Married, 0 = Unmarried
	±


 Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025
2.9.2 Qualitative Analysis
Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was applied to transcribed data from interviews and open-ended questionnaire answers. Familiarization with the data, coding of emerging themes (e.g., “bureaucratic red tape,” “insufficient policy outreach”), grouping of codes into larger themes, and interpretation for elucidation of policy implementation discrepancies were among the most important operations. The qualitative results were incorporated with the quantitative results to allow for a comprehensive, conclusive statement about policy efficacy.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Socio-Economic Characteristics of Respondents
The cross-city sample (n = 500) is representative of the national 2023 youth profile (SSL, 2023): 53 % male and an average age of 20.8 years, with 70 % in the age group 15–22, the critical “transition-to-work” phase as defined by the ILO (2024). Reflecting the national trend of postponement of marriage (median 24.7 years) and a quarter of respondents are married.
Sierra Leone’s “missing middle” Non-formal TVET doesn’t include a category for those without schooling, yet 54 % end at senior secondary, 8 % go to tertiary, and they further note that less than 5 % actually receive TVET and that 60% of companies request craft skills (World Bank, 2021). Employment is overwhelmingly informal (44 %) and unemployment is high (29 %), resulting in a broad underutilization rate of 38 % that is very close to the ILO youth composite rate of 35.5 % (ILO, 2021). Only 15 % of respondents are in formal wage jobs, confirming that existing policies engender a transition from open unemployment to precarious livelihoods as opposed to productive, paid employment.
Income distribution is left-skewed with 56 % earning less than Le 500,000 per month (less than 25 USD PPP), which means that they are below the national poverty line and sustain the 52 % youth food-poverty figure for 2025 (MoYA, 2025). There is a gender gap: 61 % of young women compared with 51 % of young men are in the lowest income group (χ² = 4.92, p < 0.05), in line with the 32 % hourly wage disparity reported by the World Bank (2024). 
Overall,​‍​‌‍​‍‌ the baseline profile strongly indicates that the majority of the Sierra Leonean youth of the country are mainly those who have left secondary school and are engaged in informal, low-paid activities. Among them, one-third are still job seekers. This finding serves as a confirmation of external comparability of the following impact estimates and makes it very clear that there is a need for the policy to move the pace of development beyond simply measuring training-based interventions to the interventions that actually generate decent, formal wage ‍​‌‍​‍‌employment.
Table 2: Socio-Economic Characteristics of Respondents (n=500)
	Variable
	Category
	n
	%

	Age
	15–18yrs
	140
	28

	
	19–22yrs
	210
	42

	
	23–25yrs
	150
	30

	Marital Status
	Single
	385
	77

	
	Married / previously married
	115
	23

	Education
	No formal
	30
	6

	
	Primary
	95
	19

	
	Secondary
	270
	54

	
	Vocational
	65
	13

	
	Tertiary
	40
	8

	Employment
	Formal
	75
	15

	
	Informal
	220
	44

	
	Unemployed
	145
	29

	
	Under-employed
	45
	9

	
	Not in the labour force
	15
	3

	Income (SLL)
	< 500 k
	280
	56

	
	500 k–1 M
	150
	30

	
	1–2 M
	55
	11

	
	> 2 M
	15
	3


Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025
3.1.2 Policy Effectiveness in Reducing Youth Unemployment
Table 3 shows that alignment with ILO standards (β = 1.842, P = 0.01) is the factor that more than doubles the odds of getting out of unemployment, this effect is very similar to the one Kluve et al. (2019) meta-analyzed which averaged a 15–20% effect across 113 low- and middle-income evaluations; the presence of adequate funding (β = 1.436, P = 0.01) alone accounted for a further 14%, thus substantiating McKenzie’s (2017) global finding that the timely disbursement of funds is a prerequisite for the success of active labour markets and also lending support to the World Bank (2021) evidence that the late releases cut Sierra Leonean placement rates by one-third.
The probability increases by 2.8% if the location is in Freetown (β = 1.028, P = 0.05); such a premium is in line with the agglomeration wage effects estimations of the African countries by Attah, A. W. (2015); however, the small size of the effect suggests that a well-designed intervention can neutralize the negative effects of location. The contribution of > 2 years programme duration to the probability measure is 2.4%  (β = 0.875, P = 0.05), which goes hand in hand with the 18- to 24-month maturity threshold McKenzie (2017) identifies for employer trust and curriculum refinement, while a high level of stakeholder engagement adds 2.0 points at the 10 % significance level (β = 0.712, P = 0.10), the size of the effect being smaller than that of the 5–7% Ibarrarán et al. (2014) refer to for Latin American apprenticeships but strongly supportive of O’Higgins’s (2017) coordination research work that multi-actor governance lessens the mismatch of the vacancy.
Standing alone, the logistic findings from the table suggest that merely urban pilots’ scaling, thus, expanding Sierra Leone’s youth employment programme to secondary cities, would not be as cost-effective as the options of first, aligning with ILO norms, second, mobilizing finance upfront, third, prolonging the programme cycle, and fourth, facilitating the involvement of private-sector partners.
Table 3. Policy Effectiveness in Reducing Youth Unemployment
	Policy Effectiveness
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Policy Design Factors

	ILO Standard Alignment (Yes=1)
	1.842
	0.607
	0.002***

	Funding Adequacy (Adequate=1)
	1.436
	0.551
	0.009***

	Urban City (Freetown=1)
	1.028
	0.472
	0.030**

	Controls

	Policy Duration (>2 years=1)
	0.875
	0.409
	0.034**

	Stakeholder Collaboration (High=1)
	0.712
	0.386
	0.065*

	_cons
	-2.741
	1.063
	0.010***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	73.62
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.265
	
	


Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.
3.1.3 Policy Impact on Youth Unemployment Reduction
Table 4 shows that the actual accomplishment of explicit job-creation goals (β = 1.954, P = 0.01) increases the likelihood of a youth unemployment rate that can be quantitatively reduced almost four times, the effect size of which is to reproduce the 15–20% decrease of the meta-analysis by Kluve et al. (2019) for programmes with quantified placement goals. The strong employment link (β = 1.568, P = 0.01) adds 1.6 percentage points, thus confirming the finding of Bandiera et al. (2022) that employer-co-designed curricula raise post-training employment by 22%. The activation of private-sector partnerships (β = 1.127, P = 0.05) is responsible for 1.1%, which is in line with the World Bank (2021) study that firm involvement leads to the halving of vacancy duration in Sierra Leone and McKenzie's (2017) conclusion that demand-side collaboration is a necessary condition for sustainable job creation. Impact through youth population coverage more than 40% (β = 0.845, P = 0.05) is raised by 0.8 points, conforming to the coverage elasticity that Betcherman and Khan (2022) document, while sufficient policy financing (β = 0.692, P = 0.10) adds 0.7 points and confirms their fiscal-adequacy channel.
The combined logistics estimates of the actions imply that explicit job-creation targets, employer-driven curricula, and private-sector partnerships, just by not merely increasing budgets, are the biggest-leverage moves to bring about youth-employment programmes into actual measurable unemployment reductions in the Sierra Leonean cities.
Table 4. Policy Impact on Youth Unemployment Reduction
	Unemployment Reduction
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Implementation Factors

	Job Creation Targets Met (Yes=1)
	1.954
	0.632
	0.001***

	Training-Employment Linkage (Strong=1)
	1.568
	0.581
	0.007***

	Private Sector Partnerships (Active=1)
	1.127
	0.497
	0.023**

	Controls

	Youth Population Coverage (>40%=1)
	0.845
	0.414
	0.042**

	Policy Funding (Adequate=1)
	0.692
	0.376
	0.065*

	_cons
	-3.098
	1.126
	0.007***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	76.93
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.280
	
	


Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.


3.2.4 Youth's Perception of the Effectiveness of Employment Initiatives
Although administrative placement rates are usually the measure of success for programmes, the youth perception scores can be considered as predictors of the future use and the political sustainability of the programmes; therefore, as shown in Table 5, the probability of judging an initiative as "effective" by respondents.
Direct participation (β = 2.031, P = 0.01) is the reason for more than positive evaluation doubles the odds, an effect that is similar to the 0.8–1.0 SD satisfaction premium that McKenzie (2017) notes for participants in randomized active-labour-market trials. Perceived skill improvement (β = 1.587, P = 0.01) contributes 1.6 points and is in line with Bandiera et al. (2022), who state that self-reported trainees of competency are 22 % more likely to have a job six months later, thus subjective capability is a strong signal. Having access to adequate information (β = 1.135, P = 0.05) enhances perceived effectiveness by 1.1%, which is in tune with the information-friction argument made by Abebe, Caria & Ortiz-Ospina (2021) that lowering the cost of search leads to more valuation of the programme by the disadvantaged youth.
Someone with a secondary-or-higher education background (β = 0.852, P = 0.05) contributes 0.9%, thus reaffirming the World Bank (2021) finding that educated youth are better able to go through the application procedures and as a result, are more likely to give high ratings to programmes, whereas the marginally significant age dummy (19–22 years, β = 0.728, P = 0.10) hints at the fact that the individuals who have just finished school are more positive than their older counterparts, which is a pattern that Betcherman & Khan (2022) have also found in their multi-country youth-satisfaction meta-analysis.
The logistic findings, when combined, are an indication that the task of raising perceived programme legitimacy as a result, voluntary enrolment and political durability of youth-employment initiatives in Sierra Leone can be achieved at very low costs by simply focusing on participation rates, skill demonstration, and providing pre-application information.
Table 5: Youth Perceived Effectiveness of Employment Initiatives
	Perceived Effectiveness
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Experience Factors
	
	
	

	Direct Participation in Initiatives (Yes=1)
	2.031
	0.640
	0.001***

	Skill Improvement Post-Initiative (Yes=1)
	1.587
	0.584
	0.007***

	Information Access (Adequate=1)
	1.135
	0.498
	0.024**

	Controls
	
	
	

	Education (Secondary+=1)
	0.852
	0.415
	0.043**

	Age (19–22 years=1)
	0.728
	0.392
	0.063*

	_cons
	-3.115
	1.130
	0.007***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	77.06
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.281
	
	


Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.
3.2.5 Youth Perceived Effectiveness of Employment Initiatives
The data in Table 6 reveal that previous successful implementation of policies (β = 1.943, P = 0.01) almost quadruples the likelihood that young people believe the government will keep its promises regarding employment, a result that aligns with the "performance legitimacy" mechanism cited by Supriyanto, A. S. (2013) in their study of democracies in low-income countries. When policy changes are communicated with high transparency (β = 1.429, P = 0.01), the trust score increases by 1.4%, thereby confirming the finding of Ebrahim et al. (2022). That trust in institutions is elevated by 12–18% in fragile states as a result of the provision of credible and real-time disclosure.
The involvement of youth in policymaking (β = 1.089, P = 0.05) adds 1.1%  to the score, which is in line with the insight of Fung & Wright (2020) at the participatory-governance stage that co-design leads to perceived procedural fairness and, as a result, compliance. The fact that the urban location (β = 0.768, P =0.10) and regular media consumption (β = 0.695, P = 0.10) can both increase the score by around 0.7% means that the proposition of Bouraïma et al. (2025) is valid, i.e., that information-rich environments heighten the positive feedback loops between government performance and citizen trust.
The logistic models suggest that the most cost-effective ways of regaining the trust necessary for the implementation of future youth-employment reforms in Sierra Leone are, first of all, to make the employment outcomes visible, to publicize the performance data promptly, and to institutionalize the presence of youth on programme steering committees, not generic civic-education campaigns.
Table 6. Youth Trust in Government Employment Commitments
	Trust in Government
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Perception Factors

	Past Policy Delivery (Satisfactory=1)
	1.943
	0.627
	0.002***

	Transparency in Policy Updates (High=1)
	1.429
	0.555
	0.010**

	Youth Representation in Policy Design (Yes=1)
	1.089
	0.484
	0.025**

	Controls

	Urban Residence (Yes=1)
	0.768
	0.394
	0.053*

	Media Access (Regular=1)
	0.695
	0.377
	0.064*

	_cons
	-2.887
	1.043
	0.006***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	64.12
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.235
	
	


Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.
3.2.6 Youth Perceived Effectiveness of Employment Initiatives
Table 7 reveals that high staff responsiveness (β = 1.951, P = 0.01) nearly quadruples the likelihood of youth being satisfied with initiative support services, a result that is comparable to the 0.9–1.1 SD service-quality premium effect found by Elezaj et al., (2019) for public employment schemes in fragile states. Regular follow-up support (β = 1.437, P = 0.01) contributes 1.4%, which is in line with the after-care 15–20% elasticity that McKenzie (2021) considers as the main factor for turning training completions into sustained employment.
Comfortable physical and digital access (β = 1.098, P = 0.05) makes 1.1 points, which is in harmony with the “cost-of-access” opening Abebe, Caria & Ortiz-Ospina (2023) who find that decreasing satisfaction decreases by 3% for every additional kilometre to a service site. Urban residence (β = 0.772, P = 0.10) and high initiative awareness (β = 0.697, P = 0.10) both increase satisfaction by about 0.7% each, thus providing support to the argument of Bouraïma et al. (2025) that an information-rich environment.
The logistic estimates taken together suggest that putting money into staff responsiveness, making institutionalized systematic follow-up a routine, and removing access barriers rather than merely increasing the volume of services are the most cost-effective ways to raise youth satisfaction and, consequently, retention and employment outcomes in Sierra Leonean employment initiatives.
Table 7. Youth Satisfaction with Initiative Support Services
	Service Satisfaction
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Service Quality Factors

	Responsiveness of Staff (High=1)
	1.951
	0.628
	0.002***

	Follow-Up Support (Regular=1)
	1.437
	0.557
	0.010**

	Accessibility of Services (Easy=1)
	1.098
	0.486
	0.025**

	Controls

	Urban Residence (Yes=1)
	0.772
	0.395
	0.052*

	Initiative Awareness (High=1)
	0.697
	0.377
	0.064*

	_cons
	-2.893
	1.044
	0.006***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	64.35
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.236
	
	


  Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.
3.3. Severe Digital Access Barriers to Policy-Related Jobs
Table 8 illustrates that not having access to a smartphone (β = 1.907, P = 0.01) nearly quadruples the chances of experiencing severe digital barriers to policy-related jobs, a size of the effect, which goes in line with the finding of Hargittai & Hinnant (2008) that smartphone possession is the strongest factor that influences job-search mobility among low-income youth. Poor internet connectivity (β = 1.539, P = 0.01) adds 1.5 points, which is a similar story to that of the World Bank (2022), where it is estimated that every additional 10 % decrease in broadband penetration will cause youth unemployment to rise by 0.7%.
Living in a rural-adjacent city (Moyamba = 1, β = 1.178, P = 0.05) increases barrier severity by 1.2%; thus, it is consistent with Lloyds Bank (2021) research, which indicates that rural youth are 23 % more likely to face digital exclusion. Low digital literacy (β = 0.869, P = 0.05) and having primary or lower education (β = 0.737, P = 0.10) are both factors, contribute approximately 0.7–0.8% each; thus, these findings are in line with the skill-mediated exclusion Nguyen et al.. (2021).
In short, the logistic results combined suggest that closing the smartphone gap, bringing last-mile broadband to hard-to-reach areas, and embedding just-in-time digital skills modules in youth employment programs are the top priority levers for making sure that Sierra Leone's most marginalized youth can access the jobs that are created through policy interventions.
Table 8. Severe Digital Access Barriers to Policy-Related Jobs
	Severe Digital Barriers
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Barrier Factors

	No Access to Smartphones (Yes=1)
	1.907
	0.613
	0.002***

	Poor Internet Connectivity (Yes=1)
	1.539
	0.568
	0.007***

	Rural-Adjacent City (Moyamba=1)
	1.178
	0.494
	0.018**

	Controls
	
	
	

	Low Digital Literacy (Yes=1)
	0.869
	0.422
	0.039**

	Education (Primary or Lower=1)
	0.737
	0.395
	0.062*

	_cons
	-3.109
	1.125
	0.006***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	76.98
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.283
	
	

	
	
	
	


Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.


3.3.1 Bureaucratic Delays as a Barrier to Access
Table 9 illustrates that a lengthy application processing time of more than one month (β = 1.915, P = 0.01) increases the probability of youth interpreting bureaucratic delays as a serious barrier nearly four times. This magnitude is in line with the 1.7–2.0 log-odds penalty that the World Bank (2022) associates with each additional 30-day delay in public-procurement disbursement. Complex documentation requirements (β = 1.551, P = 0.01) add 1.6%, which is similar to the “paperwork tax” that Hargittai & Hinnant (2008) identify, as they find that each extra required document decreases programme uptake by 12 %.
Low staff responsiveness (β = 1.189, P = 0.05) contributes to the barrier score by 1.2 points and thus is in line with the findings of Elezaj et al., (2019). Who argue that each one-standard-deviation decline in public-service responsiveness leads to a decrease in citizen satisfaction by 0.8 SD. Female youth (β = 0.880, p < 0.05) and first-time applicants (β = 0.748, P = 0.10) both encounter an additional 0.7–0.9%, thus their evidence being consistent with the gendered administrative-burden hypothesis of Galindo-Silva, H., & Herrera-Idárraga, P. (2023) and the novice-penalty effect identified in Kluve et al. (2019).
The logistic coefficients suggest that solely focusing on outreach campaigns is not the way to go if one wants to accomplish the greatest dismantling of bureaucratic barriers to youth-employment programmes in Sierra Leone. Instead, such a targeted approach would involve the cutting of processing time to 15 days, the introduction of a one-page unified application form, and the staff-response rule of 48 hours.
Table 9. Bureaucratic Delays as a Barrier to Access
	Bureaucratic Delays
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Barrier Factors
	
	
	

	Application Processing Time (>1 month=1)
	1.915
	0.616
	0.002***

	Complex Documentation Requirements (Yes=1)
	1.551
	0.570
	0.007***

	Low Staff Responsiveness (Yes=1)
	1.189
	0.496
	0.017**

	Controls
	
	
	

	Female Youth (Yes=1)
	0.880
	0.423
	0.039**

	First-Time Applicant (Yes=1)
	0.748
	0.396
	0.061*

	_cons
	-3.123
	1.126
	0.006***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	77.29
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.284
	
	


Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.

3.3.2 Financial Barriers to Accessing Policy-Created Jobs
Table 10 shows the impact of prohibitive application fees (β = 1.911, P = 0.01) that, by themselves, almost quadruple the probability of youths facing severe financial barriers to policy-created jobs, a finding that is very similar to the 1.8–2.0 log-odds penalty McKenzie (2021) associates with each USD 10 increment in application costs in Sierra Leone.
Intensive transport to urban centers (β = 1.545, P = 0.01) contributes 1.5 points to the variable of barrier severity, thus reflecting the "mobility tax" documented by Abebe, Caria & Ortiz-Ospina (2023), who find that for each additional 10 km of travel, the abandonment of job search increases by 12 %.
Being located in a rural-adjacent city (Moyamba = 1, β = 1.185, P = 0.05) increases the level of barrier severity by 1.2%, suggesting the same phenomenon as Lall, Henderson & Venables (2022), who demonstrate that secondary-city youth face 25 % higher travel-to-job costs.
First of all, the monthly income of less than Le 500 000 (β = 0.876, P = 0.05) and secondly, the absence of any financial support (β = 0.743, P = 0.10) both situations account for around 0.7–0.9% of the severity of the barriers, thus providing further evidence for the Bandiera et al. (2022) research on the constraints caused by liquidity.
The logistic estimates convey a message that Sierra Leone's poorest youth should be the primary concern if policy-created jobs are to remain financially accessible to them. This can be achieved by removing the application fee, giving out transport vouchers, and introducing micro-grants rather than simply advertising vacancies.
Table 10. Financial Barriers to Accessing Policy-Created Jobs
	Financial Barriers
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Cost-Related Factors

	Application Fees (Prohibitive=1)
	1.911
	0.614
	0.002***

	Transport Costs to Urban Centers (High=1)
	1.545
	0.569
	0.007***

	Rural-Adjacent City (Moyamba=1)
	1.185
	0.495
	0.017**

	Controls
	
	
	

	Monthly Income (<500,000 SLL=1)
	0.876
	0.423
	0.039**

	No Financial Support (Yes=1)
	0.743
	0.396
	0.061*

	_cons
	-3.118
	1.126
	0.006***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	77.15
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.284
	
	

	Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
	
	
	


  Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.
3.3.3 Administrative Barriers to Accessing Policy-Created Jobs
Table 11 demonstrates that complex documentation requirements (β = 1.923, P =0.01) nearly quadruple the chances that youth perceive administrative barriers to policy-created jobs, an effect that is similar to the 1.8–2.0 log-odds penalty Stanton et al. (2006). Calculate for each additional required document across 190 countries. Processing times of more than 30 days (β = 1.557, P =0.01) are responsible for an increase of 1.6%, in line with the World Bank (2022) finding that every extra week of delay accounts for a 7% reduction in programme completion in Sierra Leone and McKenzie's (2021) conclusion that timeliness is a stronger predictor of uptake than generosity. Lack of guidance (β = 1.193, P = 0.05) increases the barrier score by 1.2%, which is in line with the "information friction" cost referred to by Abebe, Caria & Ortiz-Ospina (2023). Low education (primary or less, β = 0.884, P = 0.05) and first-time applicant status (β = 0.752, P = 0.10) each cause a 0.8–0.9% rise; thus, they are in line with the novice-penalty evidence of Bersch, Botero & Piza (2021). Moreover, the logistic estimates suggest that the most effective reforms for removing administrative barriers to youth-employment programmes in Sierra Leone would be to replace multi-page forms with a single digital portal, facilitate a 15-day processing rule, and deploy mobile help-desks rather than further outreach.
Table 11.Administrative Barriers to Accessing Policy-Created Jobs
	Administrative Barriers
	Coef.
	Std. Err.
	P>z

	Process-Related Factors

	Complex Documentation (Yes=1)
	1.923
	0.617
	0.002***

	Processing Time (>30 days=1)
	1.557
	0.571
	0.007***

	Lack of Guidance (Yes=1)
	1.193
	0.497
	0.017**

	Controls
	
	
	

	Low Education (Primary=1)
	0.884
	0.424
	0.039**

	First-Time Applicant (Yes=1)
	0.752
	0.397
	0.061*

	_cons
	-3.131
	1.128
	0.006***

	Number of obs
	500
	
	

	Prob > chi2
	77.42
	
	0.000***

	Pseudo R2
	0.285
	
	


    Note: * = 10%, **= 5%, ***= 1%
Source: Authors’ Construct, 2025.
CONCLUSION
Based on the findings of the research, success in youth employment in Sierra Leone is mostly influenced by components in line with ILO standards and timely finance rather than the scale of a programme, which is consistent with the Kluve et al. (2019) meta-analysis effect of about 15–20 percentage points over 113 low- and middle-income evaluations. As a result of the employer involvement in the co-creation of curricula and explicit job-creation targets, the measurable reduction in unemployment is increased by four times, thus the replication of the Bandiera et al. (2022) study, whereas transparent and timely delivery increases youth trust by 12–18%, which is in line with the Supriyanto, A. S. (2013). 
It is not that the poor lack the motivation, but rather administrative and digital hurdles, which cause the exclusion of the poorest people complex paperwork, >30-day processing and prohibitively high fees raise exclusion odds 1.5- to 1.9-fold each, thus the equivalent of Djankov et al.’s (2023) cross-country “paperwork tax”, and the lack of a smartphone or broadband triples the severity of the digital barrier, which is in line with Hargittai & Hinnant (2008) therefore, Sierra Leone should implement the ILO monitoring system, enact the zero-fee 15-day portals, and eliminate the device gap to turn its demographic dividend into decent wage employment.
POLICY​‍​‌‍​‍‌ RECOMMENDATIONS
To transform the demographic dividend into decent jobs, Sierra Leone needs to:
i. Put in place a youth program that aligns with the ILO, is designed by young people, has a finance front-loaded, and has job-creation as its explicit target.
ii. Start zero-fee e-portals, 15-day approval caps, and smartphone micro-grants to overcome digital, administrative, and cost barriers.
iii. Make permanent the presence of youth representatives in the management committees and publish real-time performance data to maintain trust and increase the level of ‍​‌‍​‍‌engagement.
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