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ABSTRACT
This article examines donor-driven skills training programmes and proj-
ects at the technical and vocational level in post-war Sierra Leone, using 
dependency theory as an analytical framework. Based on qualitative 
data collected from fieldwork in 2017, it emerges that such programmes 
and projects are driven by donor strategies and largely detached from 
local market demands, are oftentimes based on convenience and his-
torical relationships in regions/sectors rather than evolving needs of 
the country, promise employment but instead deliver informal self-em-
ployment and focus heavily on outputs rather than outcomes. From 
these empirical observations, it can be argued that donor-driven skills 
development, as it has manifested in Sierra Leone, is unlikely to create 
skills that can meaningfully contribute to national growth and devel-
opment. Instead, these interventions may drive outcomes that lead to 
continued aid dependency. The article thus presents a renewed argu-
ment for skills for self-reliant development.

Introduction

The expansion in skills development in Sierra Leone has not been matched by an absorption 
of workers into formal employment, and has been the subject of local media headlines and 
policy debates. Unemployment, underemployment and engaging in informal work until 
formal employment becomes available is increasingly common (SSL 2019). This is observed 
alongside employers reporting skills shortages and unfilled vacancies (Darwich 2018; 
Mannah and Gibril 2012). The limited absorption of skilled workers into formal employment 
is not unique to Sierra Leone – see for example Adams (2008) and Fox and Kaul (2018). This 
observation begs questions on both the demand and supply sides of the labour market. On 
the demand side, questions relate to constraints faced by firms that affect output and labour 
demanded. On the labour supply side, questions relating to the right type of workers are 
pertinent. For example, are workers acquiring skills that are demanded by employers? Can 
newly trained workers be easily absorbed into formal employment? Is skills training contrib-
uting to decent work and reduced precarity for those trained? These questions form the 
basis of enquiry of the present article.
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The analysis specifically focuses on skills development programmes and projects that are 
funded/supported by and/or implemented by the development community. In so doing, 
the article problematises these initiatives, highlighting the potential negative, but unin-
tended, consequences of such interventions on individual outcomes, the structure of the 
labour market and, by extension, wider development goals. These types of interventions 
require interrogation as they have become increasingly common in many ‘developing’ coun-
tries,1 in a bid to ‘improve’ local conditions and promote economic growth and development –  
the so-called ‘development project’ (Escobar 1995; Hodge 2016a, 2016b).

The notion of the development project has been widely critiqued and ‘the intellectual 
and political origins and context of development’ questioned (Hodge 2016a, 434). Scholars 
of critical development studies have argued (among other things) that the notion of devel-
opment as a singular construct should be re-evaluated to consider its pluralities (Gudynas 
2016; Hodge 2016b), that global institutions entrusted to enhance economic well-being 
in poorer countries instead use tenets of neoliberalism that deepen and reproduce inequal-
ities (Peet 2009), that government elites utilise neoliberal/post-neoliberal development 
strategies to propagate extractive structures (Merino 2020), and that the implementation 
of aid can disempower local civil society (Szántó 2016). Eslava (2015, 91) concludes that 
the project is itself ‘part of a long-term quest for the effective deployment of authority over 
territory and population in the Third World’. Others have not interrogated the positioning 
of international development in the world order or unpacked whether economic growth 
and development is ‘good’ for developing countries, and instead questioned the results of 
aid and development initiatives. For example, Easterly (2001) notes that economic growth 
remained ‘elusive’ after decades of aid financing to developing countries; Moyo (2010) 
metaphorically categorises aid as ‘dead’ in its ability to improve economic outcomes in 
Africa; and Chang (2007) argues that the self-interest of Western countries, combined with 
ignorance of history, has led to bad policy decisions by international development 
practitioners.

The present article takes a similar approach to the latter group (Chang, Easterly, Moyo) 
in critiquing the impacts of development programming. It puts forward arguments that 
question the ability of skills development interventions to deliver on the promise of employ-
ment, economic growth and development. In so doing, the impact of such interventions is 
measured against ‘orthodox’ notions of development outcomes (Martinussen 1997; Peet 
and Hartwick 2015). The implication, thus, is not to accept that ‘development’ itself is a global 
public good, but rather to highlight that even with its best intentions to improve skills, 
capabilities, human capital and, ultimately, ‘development’, the results are still wanting – even 
by its own orthodox measures of success. In so doing, the article does not argue for a dis-
continuation of donor-funded skills training. Instead, it makes a renewed argument for skills 
for self-reliant development in developing countries, and particularly small low-income 
countries like Sierra Leone.

The analysis is positioned within a dependency theory framework. According to depen-
dency theorists, interactions between dominant (centre) and dependent (periphery) states 
reinforce and intensify unequal patterns of economic development (Ferraro 2008). Using 
this lens, the article argues that current manifestations of skills development programmes 
and projects in Sierra Leone, our case study, likely intensifies these unequal patterns and 
can result in continued aid dependence.
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Although dependency theory had been largely relegated to the sidelines in development 
studies, international political economy and international relations – often viewed as an 
‘outdated, or defunct theoretical approach’ (Márquez 2020, 403) – there has been a relatively 
recent ‘revisiting’ of the theory (Ghosh 2019), a bid at ‘restating the relevance of the depen-
dency research programme’ (Kvangraven 2021), and an acknowledgement of the ‘continued 
wisdom of Latin American dependency’ (Márquez 2020). Empirically, several scholars have 
studied Sino–African relations through the lens of dependency theory, interrogating whether 
these engagements will likely manifest in underdevelopment of African countries or a new 
form of interdependence (Agbebi and Virtanen 2017; Lisimba and Parashar 2021; Mason 
2017). Kvangraven (2021) has similarly used dependency theory to understand contempo-
rary development challenges, drawing on comparative case studies in South Korea and 
Indonesia. Others have attempted to address broader topics like dependency in a financial-
ised global economy (Musthaq 2021). The present article contributes to this recent re-emer-
gence of development analyses that utilise a dependency theory framework.

Skills development at the technical and vocational level did not explicitly feature in the 
early writings of dependency theorists (Acero 1980) – although some made reference to the 
role of skills in higher education and impacts of brain drain on developing countries 
(Bhagwati 1976); and others to colonial systems of education that were detached from 
African societies and ultimately underdeveloped Africa’s intellectual resources (Rodney 1972). 
More recent work has looked at the role of donor interventions at tertiary institutions in 
potentially limiting growth in aid-dependent countries and the attractiveness of develop-
ment sector jobs among ‘high ability’ skilled workers (Harris 2021, 2022). Technical and voca-
tional skills training warrants its own analysis as this has been, and continues to be, a key 
intervention area among donors.

To explore the present topic, Sierra Leone is used as a case study. Sierra Leone provides 
an apt case study as a small low-income aid-dependent country. Official development assis-
tance to Sierra Leone was an estimated 15% of gross national income in 2019, down from a 
high of 32% at the end of the civil war in 2002 (World Bank 2021). Foreign involvement in 
skills development in Sierra Leone is also an enduring phenomenon. Previous research has 
documented the boom in foreign-influenced skills development at the Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) and tertiary levels in the post-independence years (Roberts 
1975). The present article limits the discussion to vocational skills and discusses these inter-
ventions in post-war Sierra Leone, as the development sector expanded in this era (Kanyako 
2016). Importantly, this period (like the post-independence period analysed by Roberts 
(1975)) was a time of (re)building and developing institutions. As such, skills programmes, 
and the skills composition that results from them, likely have lasting impacts on Sierra Leone’s 
development pathway.

The article employs qualitative analysis of interviews and texts. Forty-six interviews 
with interlocutors from 39 organisations across the private sector, local and international 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), donor organisations, and government min-
istries are analysed. Interviews were conducted between August and December 2017, 
were semi-structured and averaged about one hour in duration. Participants were 
selected from a mix of snowball sampling and random calls using information from organ-
isations’ webpages. Additionally, content analysis was applied to documents and texts 
that detail various skills intervention programmes such as donor and government reports 
and websites of NGOs and donor organisations. Collectively, 16 large donor-funded skills 
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development programmes/projects are analysed, alongside various smaller projects man-
aged by five NGOs.

The rest of the article is organised as follows. The next section describes the current 
manifestations of donor-driven skills development in Sierra Leone. Thereafter, the difference 
between skills development as it currently exists and skills for development which is needed 
to advance developing countries is explored. This is followed by a discussion on the devel-
opmental impacts of donor-driven skills development through the lens of dependency 
theory. The final section concludes and presents a renewed argument for skills for self-reliant 
development.

Donor-driven skills development in Sierra Leone

Foreign involvement in Sierra Leonean skills development, like other developing countries, 
has existed since independence in 1961, with interventions in both vocational and academic 
areas. Roberts (1975, 345) estimated that 15% of all foreign aid flows in the 10 years suc-
ceeding independence was spent on technical assistance, scholarships and fellowships. 
Flows to TVET in Sierra Leone continued in a similar manner to that of other developing 
countries up to the 1990s until basic education was prioritised (Matsumoto 2018). The 1990s 
brought the civil war, which disrupted all aspects of the country, including education and 
skills development. The end of the war in 2002 saw an influx of donors and various training 
programmes (Kanyako 2016), many of which still shape the skills training landscape.

Kanyako (2016, 27) notes that the largesse of aid, too plentiful for the post-war Sierra 
Leonean government to absorb and manage, led donors to turn to the NGO sector which 
expanded as aid continued to flow. Low capacity at the time also limited the government’s 
ability to regulate and monitor donors and NGOs (SSL 2014). Although the Sierra Leone 
Association of NGOs (SLANGO) was established in 1994 with the aim of coordinating NGO 
activities, its ability to do this was lacking in the post-war years, and still remains weak. It 
was not until 2008 that the government reacted to the already thriving development sector, 
by introducing the Non-Governmental Organisations Policy Regulations. The Government 
of Sierra Leone Aid Policy then followed in 2009. Both aimed to encourage oversight of 
development programmes operating in the country, although several organisations remain 
outside government purview according to the most recent national survey of NGOs (SSL 
2014). The most recent survey is itself instructive as it was completed a decade ago in 2013 
and published in 2014. Then, approximately 20% of NGOs surveyed were categorised into 
the education/training/skills sector (SSL 2014, 13).

In the immediate post-war years, a total of 51,122 ex-combatants participated in the 
Reintegration Opportunity Program under the Disarmament, Demobilisation and 
Reintegration (DDR) initiative (Sesay and Suma 2009, 13). Skills training often entailed short 
courses (two to three weeks in duration) and comprised vocational skills such as masonry, 
carpentry, hairdressing and gara tie-dying (Sesay and Suma 2009). Training in these types 
of skills continued to be dominant in many donor programmes in the decade after the war. 
According to Mannah and Gibril (2012, 13), between 2007 and 2011, development partners 
such as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Irish Aid, the World Bank, the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), the Norwegian Agency for 
Development Cooperation (Norad) and Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) supported training an estimated 10,000 youths in TVET areas 
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including tailoring, hair dressing, home management and catering, masonry, refrigeration 
and air conditioning, metal, welding and fabrication, plumbing, agriculture, carpentry and 
automotive skills. In addition to the influences from the DDR period, as in other developing 
countries, there has been evolution in skills development related to shifting donor priorities. 
For example, the global food crisis in 2008 saw the World Bank inject US$4 million in Sierra 
Leone to create temporary employment for over 360 cash-for-work projects, which benefit-
ted over 16,000 people (Cubitt 2011, 10). More recently, skills development has been coupled 
with other donor objectives, and now have dual aims of targeting gender equality, poverty 
alleviation, youths and/or other vulnerable groups.

Responses to the interview question posed to donors and NGOs – ‘How has your organ-
isation been involved in skills development in Sierra Leone?’ – together with data from donor 
reports and web pages is presented in the word cloud in Figure 1. From Figure 1, the majority 
of programmes and projects target youths. Regarding content, ‘vocational’, ‘technical’, ‘entre-
preneurship’, ‘business’ and ‘agriculture’ were most commonly cited. Specific to vocational 
skills, some mentioned carpentry, tailoring, welding, mechanics and hairdressing. Skills for 
the mining sector were also named, and were mainly supported by GIZ.

The programmes and projects that inform Figure 1 range from 2010 (for example the 
ILO’s Quick Impact Employment Creation Project and the World Bank’s youth Employment 
Support Project), up to those that were either in the pipeline or being implemented at the 
time of fieldwork in 2017.2 Some pipeline projects in 2017 are now in the implementation 
phase at the time of writing – for example the African Development Bank’s (AfDB) youth 
Entrepreneurship and Employment Project and the World Bank’s Skills Development Project. 
GIZ’s Employment Promotion Programme was in the third phase, with the first phase having 
started in 2005. Each of these projects/programmes attempts to improve employability by 
improving skills and capabilities among beneficiaries – usually youths. Some, such as the 
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)’s Smallholder Commercialisation 
Programme and the then-Department for International Development (DFID)-funded Sierra 
Leone Opportunities for Business Action, specifically target skills development for the 

Figure 1. descriptions of skills development programmes and projects in Sierra leone.
Source: author’s illustration using data from interviews, donor reports and web pages.
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agriculture sector.3 Others attempt to align skills training objectives with entrepreneurship 
promotion – for example, two projects by the AfDB (youth Entrepreneurship and Employment 
Project and Enable youth), the then-DFID funded Business Bomba, the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC)’s Business Edge Trainer, and the EU-supported Decent Work Programme. 
These interventions were often implemented through government agencies like the National 
youth Commission, and/or local or international NGOs. Various local NGOs also provided 
skills training which were funded through small donations. For example, Sierra Leone Grass 
Roots Agency, a small local NGO, pooled funding from various small international donors 
to run vocational skills training in areas like carpentry and tailoring.4

At the policy level, donors have come together to form the National Technical Vocational 
Coalition. GIZ has been a key player in this area, organising stakeholder meetings and, more 
tangibly, funding the ‘Skills needs assessment initiative of the TVET coalition of Sierra Leone’. 
The AfDB financed the TVET Image Campaign under the youth Entrepreneurship and 
Employment Programme. According to informants, however, representatives from the gov-
ernment had not driven the process, and few private-sector companies were involved.5 The 
absence of government and the private sector from the table arguably affects the coalition’s 
ability to promote skills that might be most relevant to the local labour market and consistent 
with the policy direction of the government.

The programmes and projects analysed here are unlikely to be an exhaustive list. Several 
respondents noted that in addition to direct funding for skills development programmes, 
funds also flow to third-party organisations under private-sector development initiatives, 
which indirectly influence skills development.6 The data, however, capture the main/large 
donors in Sierra Leone, alongside a collection of smaller NGO projects. It is therefore a rea-
sonable illustration of the skills development landscape over the past decade (2010–2020) 
from which key emerging patterns can be analysed.

Skills development versus skills for development

From the 46 interviews and analysis of documents and texts, four key themes emerge that 
characterise donor practices in funding/delivering skills development. The four themes are: 
(1) programming based on donor strategies over local labour market needs, (2) targeting 
based on convenience, (3) unmet promises of employment and (4) a substantial focus on 
outputs rather than outcomes. Collectively, these emergent issues bring into question 
whether skills development has been too distant from skills for development. The latter is 
concerned with equipping the labour force with skills that can meaningfully contribute to 
livelihoods, the economy and wider development goals. The inability of skills development 
interventions to meaningfully contribute to local development in turn has implications for 
continued aid dependence.

Donor wants versus local labour market needs

The need for skills development in Sierra Leone is not contested (Darwich 2018; Mannah 
and Gibril 2012). From the qualitative data collected in this study, most employers reported 
a skills gap and donors noted the current skills deficit as the motivation for their programmes 
and/or projects. However, there is a mismatch between skills training provided by donor 
initiatives on the supply side, and the skills needed by companies on the demand side. Based 
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on interviews, the technical skills gap is still a major issue in Sierra Leone, and one that has 
persisted despite interventions. A national study revealed that as a share of total employment 
in each sector, unmet demand was 52.1% in the agriculture sector, 59.2% in the mining 
sector and 50.8% in the tourism sector (Mannah and Gibril 2012, 26–30). In addition to 
technical skills, recruiters also noted deficiencies in soft skills such as communication skills, 
worker motivation and being a team player.7 Darwich’s  (2018) study supports these findings, 
and highlights similar technical and soft skills deficiencies. These skills gaps persist despite 
decades of skills training interventions.

One factor contributing to this mismatch is the funding/implementation of training based 
on donor priorities. Interlocutors from four of the largest donor organisations noted that 
their programmes were often selected in accordance with ‘global strategies’ or priorities and 
determined by offices headquartered in (distant western) donor countries.8 Local NGOs are 
then used to implement these training priorities, functioning as agents of the donors, or 
‘compradors’ in the terminology of Hearn (2007). Three salient quotes from two NGOs and 
a donor organisation give voice to this:

We started just after the war and mainly work with youths. We get funding from the EU, UNDP, 
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation), Government of 
Finland, US State Department, Bureau of Peace and Open Society Initiative. Our programmes are 
based on our strategic plan. We set our objectives to be aligned with our donor objectives.9

We are small. We run training centres in the provinces on technical skills like carpentry, tailoring. 
Also, capacity building of farming groups. Our donors are interested in these areas. We don’t 
have big donors. We have many small international donors.10

Renewables were encouraged because of the Africa Renewable Programme from head office. 
Agriculture also became a dominant sector as this links with the ‘making markets work for the 
poor’ strategy.11

Selecting programmes and projects based on global strategies is unlikely to sufficiently 
address local needs, which are context specific. The evidence suggests this is the case in 
Sierra Leone, though the issue is not unique to Sierra Leone. McGrath (2002) reviews for-
eign-influenced TVET policy in the 1990s and notes that the ability of these policies to drive 
development in developing countries was limited as such policies were often too closely 
linked to the traditions of donors, with insufficient attention to the local labour market. 
Having assessed skills development in rural Ghana, Palmer (2007) similarly argues that inter-
ventions have been top-down, with little labour market relevance or support to use skills 
after the training.

Convenient choices

In addition to global strategies, many decisions on places and sectors of intervention were 
driven by convenience. As noted, several recent manifestations of vocational skills training 
by development partners trace back to the DDR initiative in post-war Sierra Leone. Enria 
(2014) notes that contemporary programmes were often chosen based on what was previ-
ously done, hence the proliferation of DDR-style training. Data from this study reinforce 
Enria’s (2014) arguments and reveal convenient choices by donors. Such convenient choices 
may not necessarily be correlated with the highest need, or the highest potential benefits. 
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According to one respondent from one of the largest donor-funded employment pro-
grammes being implemented in 2017: ‘The [programme name omitted] works in Kono, 
Koinadugu and Kailahun. This is mainly for historical reasons as Kono and Koinadugu were 
affected by the war. I guess we stayed there a while so it’s comfortable now’.12 Selecting 
locations and skills training based on experience and convenience is rational and strategic 
at the donor level. In principle, working in familiar contexts using tried and tested methods 
increases the probability of being successful. However, this approach is unresponsive to 
changes in the needs of the country. Moreover, as discussed below, notions of success can 
also be debated.

Another example of convenient choices relates to decisions that fit donor funding cycles, 
although these decisions may be sub-optimal. In response to questions around why agri-
culture was the chosen focal sector, a staff member from another donor organisation noted: 
‘We did a survey which identified agriculture, light manufacturing and renewables. Light 
manufacturing had the biggest need but required longer-term investment that the project 
could not make with the funding cycle. So, we went for agriculture and renewables’.13 This 
speaks to a wider issue of short-term donor programming alongside long-term engagement –  
an issue that has been argued to increase the risks of distracting attention, resources, and 
efforts away from sustainable development (Gulrajani and Calleja 2019). Such short-term 
programming has been identified as a challenge to achieving development objectives, and 
appears to be persistent or even increasing in international development (Gonsior and 
Klingebiel 2019).

The promise of employment

Most donors named employment as the key outcome of their initiative. This is unsurprising 
given programme and project names such as ‘youth Entrepreneurship and Employment 
Project’, ‘Employment Promotion Programme’, ‘Quick Impact Employment Creation Project’, 
‘youth Employment Empowerment Programme’ and ‘youth Employment Support Project’. 
However, it emerges that employment often relates to self-employment, as the notion of 
‘employment creation’ is a common denominator across many programmes/projects. 
Integration into the formal labour market is often secondary to developing agricultural 
skills to engage in small-scale farming or TVET combined with business skills (and some-
times a small amount of start-up capital) to establish a small sewing business, or mechanic 
shop, for example. According to two of the main donors and a senior government 
representative:

The new Private Sector Development Plan will focus on jobs and incomes. We hope to use 
livelihood programming to boost returns to self-employment.14

Our programme is really self-employment in rural settings through agriculture. We promote labour 
within agriculture. So, it’s not just general employment but agriculture sector employment.15

Most people are in the informal sector just for survival. They are not trained in management, 
bookkeeping, financial literacy. The programme provides training and links the beneficiaries to 
financial institutions. We hope to make self-employment more sustainable.16

Although self-employment and the informal sector are important in providing livelihoods 
for a significant share of workers in developing countries (La Porta and Shleifer 2014; Loayza 
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2016), and are often linked to cultural traditions in the case of informal agriculture (Rodney 
1972); the sector is often categorised by lower productivity, higher risks to workers, and 
precarious earnings compared to formal employment (Fields 2011; La Porta and Shleifer 
2014). Fields (2011, S18) notes that workers in poor countries want ‘good jobs’ that are steady 
and secure, pay well and offer social protection. Some organisations interviewed reflected 
on the constraints faced by their trainees in being absorbed into the formal labour market, 
recognising this as a limitation of their programme that needed to be addressed. One respon-
dent noted:

In 2011/2012 the skills mismatch became apparent with the mining boom. Jobs were being 
created in the mining sector during the boom, but mining companies were bringing in front-
end tractor drivers from Ghana. Our skills training programme had not been structured to 
respond to this.17

Absorption into the formal labour market has proven even more difficult as many of the 
TVET and life skills courses that are supported by the development community have not 
been recognised by formal-sector companies.18 Several private-sector companies in the 
manufacturing and industrial sector were also unaware of training programmes,19 indicating 
that skills training was often not driven by industry demand. An exception to this is recent 
mining-focused skills development, which has occurred in consultation with mining com-
panies.20 As a result, most beneficiaries of training programmes end up in/return to self-em-
ployment in the informal sector.21 Many enter already saturated informal markets such as 
hairdressing, tailoring and mechanics, with little hope of being integrated into the formal 
labour market. None of the donors interviewed were able to provide evidence of integration 
into the labour market that could be attributed to their programme. It follows that skills 
development in the TVET sector is likely to maintain or increase (but not decrease) the 
informal sector.

Outputs versus outcomes

As noted, the objective is often employment and/or self-employment. However, many 
donor-funded skills development interventions in Sierra Leone measure success by the num-
bers of beneficiaries trained, and not numbers gainfully employed. Both publicly funded 
and donor-financed projects often utilise results frameworks/matrices – underscored by an 
assumed theory of change – that link inputs to activities to outputs to outcomes to achieving 
the overall project objectives (Roberts and Khattri 2012). According to these types of results 
frameworks, outputs are the products generated from an intervention, while outcomes are 
changes that result from the intervention (Roberts and Khattri 2012). Outputs fall under the 
control of the programme or project implementer, whereas outcomes result from the inter-
action between outputs and the wider environment. Applying this framework to skills devel-
opment, an example of an output is the number of beneficiaries trained, whereas changes 
in employment status or wages of beneficiaries are examples of outcomes.

Palmer (2014) reviews development policy on TVET since 1990 and contends that one of 
the biggest issues was the vague definition of goals related to skills development, and the 
resultant ambiguity in their measurement. Palmer (2014) argues that addressing this ambi-
guity would increase the probability of developmental gains from skills training. Evaluating 
a similar time period of TVET policy, Johanson and Adams (2004, 11) conclude that since 
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non-government training institutions and enterprises accounted for most of Sub-Saharan 
African’s skills training capacity, a more coordinated reform framework with a clear focus 
on results is needed. The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness aimed to overcome 
some of these challenges and promote joint ownership with clear results. However, there 
is tension between the tenets of the declaration and the realities of aid implementation 
(Monye, Ansah, and Orakwue 2010; Sjöstedt 2013).

Limited focus on results manifests in Sierra Leone as there is little to no follow-up with 
beneficiaries to understand their outcomes, despite the reported emphasis on employment/
self-employment. Lack of follow-up indicates that the impact on employment outcomes of 
those trained is unclear. Of the 16 large donor programmes/projects analysed, only two 
reported tracing outcomes. The ‘Mines to Minds’ projects reported that employment out-
comes were tracked,22 and the World Bank has conducted a systematic impact assessment 
for the 2010–2015 youth Employment Support Project. The former was unable to provide 
results on outcomes at the time of data collection as this was still being analysed. For the 
World Bank project, the results show that those trained were 3.1% more likely to be employed, 
and 4.1% more likely to be a first-time entrepreneur (Rosas, Acevedo, and Zaldivar 2017, 
13–14). The employment effect (3.1%) is smaller than that found in many other studies 
conducted in developing countries (McKenzie 2017, 131–132). The results are also unlikely 
to be generalisable to other skills development interventions in Sierra Leone as elements of 
selection bias were likely present (Rosas, Acevedo, and Zaldivar 2017). In addition to this, 
little can be said on long-term effects given the short follow-up period of six months. 
Insufficient focus on results may in part be influenced by limited government capacity to 
effectively regulate the sector. The consequence is self-regulation and self-monitoring by 
development organisations, which as the data suggest, may result in skills development 
without skills for development.

The developmental impacts of donor-driven skills development through 
the lens of dependency theory

The qualitative data suggest that donor-driven skills development, as it has manifested 
in Sierra Leone, is unlikely to create skills that can meaningfully contribute to national 
growth and development. This results from a mismatch between skills that are developed 
through donor-driven training and local labour market needs, with beneficiaries of train-
ing failing to secure employment and/or remaining in the precarious informal sector. 
The data suggest that the mismatch between donor-driven skills development and local 
labour market needs stem from two channels. The first is the way programmes and proj-
ects are selected – primarily informed by donor priorities and existing donor relationships 
and expertise rather than labour market demands. The second is the way programmes 
and projects are implemented – mainly geared towards self-employment and informal 
work, with success measured by numbers trained rather than employment outcomes. It 
can be argued that employment opportunities may indeed be limited in contexts like 
Sierra Leone. However, interviews with employers in this study as well as previous doc-
umented evidence (Darwich 2018; Mannah and Gibril 2012) indicate that there is still 
unmet labour demand alongside a plethora of skills training. Using dependency theory 
as a guiding framework, the rest of this article explores the possible developmental 
impacts of such interventions.
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The ideas at the foundation of dependency theory were first proposed in the late 1950s 
by Raul Prebisch and colleagues, who were concerned by the divergent growth patterns 
between advanced industrialised countries and poorer countries (firstly in Latin America), 
contrary to predictions of classical economic theories and theories of modernisation (Ferraro 
2008). Since then, dependency theory has been influenced by many scholars and has evolved 
over time (Ferraro 2008; Ghosh 2019; Martinussen 1997). What has remained fundamental 
to the theory is that interactions between ‘dominant’ developed countries and ‘dependent’ 
developing states reinforce and intensify unequal patterns of economic development. This 
understanding is most akin to Sunkel’s (1969) conceptualisation of dependency as an expla-
nation of the economic development of a country in relation to external influences on 
national development – be they political, economic and/or cultural influences. Unlike some 
perspectives that critique the concept of the development project (Eslava 2015; Escobar 
1995; Gudynas 2016; Hodge 2016a, 2016b; Merino 2020), dependency theory does not chal-
lenge the notion of ‘development’, but instead challenges the interaction between ‘advanced’ 
and ‘developing’ countries.

Martinussen (1997, 89) further notes that being ‘under-developed’ according to depen-
dency theory is ‘a process and not a state’. The rest of this article argues that donor-driven 
skills interventions set in motion a process of change in the labour market that can negatively 
affect national development in recipient countries like Sierra Leone. In so doing, the recipient 
country can become more dependent on aid, perpetuating a vicious cycle of dependency. 
Specific to skills interventions there are three mechanisms that can drive this process: (1) 
continued informality in the labour market, (2) precarious employment and the risk of vio-
lence/conflict and (3) emphasis on sectors that may not sufficiently drive economic growth 
and development.

Continued informality

Many trainees in Sierra Leone end up in self-employment after training, because (1) there is 
a disconnect between donor wants and labour market needs, (2) local companies do not 
recognise donor-driven training, and/or (3) programmes/projects are specifically geared 
towards entrepreneurship training. In all cases, the result is an expansion, or at the very least 
no change, in the informal sector. Informality here refers to ‘the collection of firms, workers, 
and activities that operate outside the legal and regulatory systems’ (Loayza 2016, 2). The 
most recent Sierra Leone integrated household survey reveals that 86% of employment is 
informal (SSL 2019). This is consistent with estimates that self-employment in Sierra Leone 
has remained at about 90% between 1991 and 2019 (World Bank 2021).

Although neoliberal scholars in the 1950s and 1960s often diverged in views from Marxist 
writers in the 1970s, both groups saw little potential for independent growth from the infor-
mal sector and the informalisation of labour (Meagher 1995). Arguments imbedded in both 
perspectives were based on assumptions that the informal sector (1) is transitory and would 
be transformed with so-called modernisation, (2) only leads to subsistent activities and 
incomes, and, related to the first assumption, (3) is largely a feature of ‘peripheral economies’ 
– using the terminology of dependency theory (Meagher 1995, 261). The neoliberal view 
shifted in the 1970s under the influence of the International Labour Organization (ILO) and 
later the World Bank, which characterised the informal sector as ‘an indigenous 
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entrepreneurial dynamism suggesting a potential for employment creation and growth’ 
(Meagher 1995, 262). Recent evidence suggests that informality – and specifically involuntary 
informality – contributes little to growth and development, for a number of reasons.23

First, both La Porta and Shleifer (2014) and Loayza (2016) accurately note that informal 
employment provide livelihoods for billions in developing countries, but also argue that 
such informality arises out of poverty and that the informally self-employed have low pro-
ductivity and produce low-quality products. Such informal production is often ‘small, unpro-
ductive and stagnant’ (La Porta and Shleifer 2014, 112), and therefore contributes little to 
economic growth in comparison to the formal sector.

Second, from a public finance perspective, high levels of informality imply lower levels 
of government tax revenue. Given that informal firms are outside the regulatory framework, 
they can avoid taxes on labour and profits (Loayza 2016). This is one reason why developing 
countries collect between 10 and 20% of gross domestic product (GDP) in taxes, while the 
average high-income country collects about 40% of GDP (Besley and Persson 2014). Low 
tax collection in turn limits the ability of the government to fund infrastructure and social 
spending that are necessary for national development.

Third, poverty is strongly associated with informality (Kanbur 2017). As noted by La Porta 
and Shleifer (2014), those who are poorer are more likely to enter the informal sector. 
However, it can also be argued that poverty can be a consequence of informality as those 
in the informal sector often have low and insecure earnings. Kanbur (2017, 951) terms this 
the ‘informality–poverty trap’, where ‘informality causes poverty, and in turn poverty leads 
to informality’. Further to this, informality has also been associated with inequality (Chong 
and Gradstein 2007), with additional implications for gender equality as evidence suggests 
women are more likely to be informally employed (Kanbur 2017). In Sierra Leone, 92% of 
women are reported to be in vulnerable employment in comparison to 80% of men (Danish 
Trade Union Development Agency (DTDA)) 2020, 17).

Collectively, continued informality can reinforce dependency as developing countries 
that have little/low economic growth, low levels of tax collection and higher levels of poverty 
are more likely to receive aid, as aid often explicitly targets these challenges.

Precarious employment and the risk of violence/conflict

Continued informality has several negative economic consequences, as discussed above. 
In addition to this, the relationship between precarious employment and the risk of violence/
conflict needs special consideration.24 According to one respondent from the National youth 
Commission in Sierra Leone:

Unemployment, low paid self-employment – this used to be about the uneducated average 
Joe. Now we have graduates and people who are trained either unemployed or doing these 
little jobs. It is a threat to security. A young person can easily be radicalised with US$500 after 
having small small income for five, six years.25

Precarious employment has worsened in Sierra Leone. Recent survey data show that the 
paid working population that worked seven to nine hours per day declined from 45.8% in 
2011 to 37.6% in 2018 (SSL 2019, 113). Moreover, as noted above, 86% of workers are informal 
and therefore do not benefit from the national minimum wage or other labour regulations, 
and only 4287 of the estimated two million informal workers are covered under the national 
social security and insurance scheme (DTDA 2020).
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Several scholars have theorised about the link between labour market prospects (mainly 
unemployment) among youths (often young men) and the emergence of violence, with 
the term ‘youth bulge’ featuring heavily in the literature (Cincotta, Engelman, and 
Anastasion 2003; Hoffman 2011). Empirically, cross-country evidence supports this. Using 
a sample of 24 developing countries spread across geographical regions, Azeng and yogo 
(2013) show that youth unemployment is associated with increased risk of political insta-
bility, especially in contexts where there is social inequality and corruption. Research from 
Sierra Leone shows that it is not only unemployment that matters, but precarious employ-
ment as well, and that the latter correlates with the proclivity for engaging in political 
violence. In particular, young men in precarious low-income employment use violence as 
a tactic to signal loyalty to political strongmen (Enria 2015). In a highly networked society, 
signalling such loyalty is one strategy aimed at establishing relations of reciprocity with 
the ultimate hope that the relationship will offer a path to socially valued employment 
(Enria 2015).

As noted, the only skills development intervention assessed here that tracked employ-
ment reported that those trained were a mere 3.1% more likely to be employed (Rosas, 
Acevedo, and Zaldivar 2017). The others did little tracking of employment outcomes, instead 
focussing on outputs like numbers trained, and several designed programmes/projects 
which facilitated self-employment in the informal sector. If skills interventions have a low 
probability of meaningfully reducing precarious employment and boosting prospects of 
secure decent work, the ability of these interventions to positively contribute to maintaining 
peace in post-conflict settings can be questioned. This in turn relates to continued aid depen-
dency as countries that either are in conflict or have recently emerged from conflict are more 
likely to rely on foreign aid (UNCTAD 2019, 19).

Sectoral choice and implications for economic growth and development

In addition to the explicit focus on entrepreneurship, and the sometimes unintended influ-
ence on informalisation, emphasis has been placed on the agriculture sector by many donor 
initiatives in Sierra Leone. This raises the question: is this the best sector to target as a panacea 
for development? And, in particular, a less dependent style of development?

Traditional arguments in favour of targeting the agriculture sector relate to food secu-
rity, generating income and employment for poor rural farmers, reducing urban–rural 
inequalities, and fostering structural transformation of the economy (Dethier and 
Effenberger 2012). Albeit, how the agriculture sector is targeted matters. A focus on sub-
sistence farming – which many of the agriculture skills training programmes in Sierra 
Leone target, arguably engenders and further promotes a subsistence economy, where 
rural farmers continue to subsist with little commercialisation of output and a lack of 
integration into value chains, with many barely existing above the poverty line (Kolade, 
Mafimisebi, and Aluko 2020; Singh-Peterson and Iranacolaivalu 2018). On the other hand, 
developing an agriculture sector aimed at export markets can reinforce unequal exchange 
as argued by early dependency theorists like Arghiri Emmanuel, where countries export 
relatively cheap raw material and then import expensive manufactured products 
(Martinussen 1997); or, more fundamentally, export-driven agriculture can erode tradi-
tional practices as countries attempt to comply with western standards (Rodney 1972).
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In more contemporary discourse, there is a general scepticism among many about the 
ability of subsistence and semi-subsistence agriculture to meaningfully drive growth in 
African countries. Ha-Joon Chang has long called for industrial policy and manufacturing-led 
growth that generates employment, provides value addition and promotes export earnings 
(Chang 2007). Historically, rapid growth in both developed and developing countries – par-
ticularly fast-growing developing countries in Asia – has been driven by industrialisation 
(Chang 2007). This is not to say that agriculture serves no purpose in the developmental 
process. However, for the purpose of skills development that aims to enhance development 
prospects in recipient countries, training should be better targeted at equipping the work-
force with technical skills for high-growth sectors, and in areas where there is labour demand. 
In fact, in Sierra Leone the skills gap reported in the formal agriculture sector was an esti-
mated 52.1% of all employment among agriculture sector companies (Mannah and Gibril 
2012, 26–30), but workers trained by donor programmes/projects could not be easily 
absorbed into these roles. Moreover, as noted above, there is unmet skills demand in the 
manufacturing sector in Sierra Leone as many employers continue to report basic technical 
skills shortages. It is only in targeting these high-growth sectors that countries like Sierra 
Leone can become less aid dependent.

Concluding remarks

This article examined donor-driven skills training at the technical and vocational level in post-
war Sierra Leone. Emerging themes suggest that such skills training programmes and projects 
are largely detached from local market demands and instead driven by donor strategies, are 
oftentimes based on convenience and historical relationships in regions/sectors rather than 
evolving local needs, promise employment but instead deliver informal self-employment and 
focus heavily on outputs rather than outcomes. From these empirical observations, it can be 
argued that donor-driven skills development, as it has manifested in Sierra Leone, is unlikely to 
create skills that can meaningfully contribute to national growth and development. The reasons 
for the hypothesised disconnect between skills training and national development stems from 
the tendency of skills development initiatives to promote continued informality and precarious 
employment, and the failure to target employment generation in high-growth sectors. When 
assessed through the lens of dependency theory and drawing on various studies related to 
informality and growth, youth unemployment and conflict, and agriculture and development, 
it can be argued that these interactions can set countries like Sierra Leone on a path of continued 
aid dependence.

The article takes the centre–periphery/dominant–dependent framing in its application 
of dependency theory, with the country as the main unit of analysis. This framing usefully 
allows skills training interventions to be assessed, but says little about the nature of rela-
tionships between donors, the government and local NGOs during implementation. 
Arguably, in a resource-constrained setting like Sierra Leone with a government unable to 
effectively regulate development organisations, donors enjoy a great degree of power to 
shape the policy space – for example, promoting TVET as a strategy in Sierra Leone, which 
the government may then adopt as a result of inertia, lack of capability to deviate, or com-
pliance with donor priorities. Donor funding of skills development may also crowd out gov-
ernment spending in these areas. This could then lead to continued reliance on donors to 
provide skills training, accompanied by low government capacity to drive TVET and other 
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non-academic pathways. Another layer of analysis lies in the local NGO sector, which often 
implements donor-funded training. Hearn’s (2007) critique of using and over-using local 
NGOs to do donors’ bidding can be applied here. In the long run, the use and over-use shifts 
local civil society away from its origins and, as Szántó (2016) argues, can lead to disempow-
erment in Sierra Leone.

In highlighting these important issues, the article does not argue for a discontinuation 
of donor-funded skills training. Instead, it makes a renewed argument for skills for self-re-
liant development in developing countries, and particularly small low-income countries 
like Sierra Leone. In 1980, Liliana Acero wrote: ‘In the context of dependent societies, skills 
for self-reliance are skills for transformation’ (Acero 1980, 385). This notion still holds true 
today and remains ever important as donors continue to spend on skills training. A first 
step in developing transformative skills is ensuring training interventions are useful and 
valued in the labour market. This requires programmes and projects to be aligned with 
national development priorities (and not primarily driven by donor priorities), but also for 
the formal private sectors to be actively involved in developing skills training programmes/
projects, which can increase the likelihood of workers being absorbed into the formal 
productive workforce. In the absence of this, skills training alone is unlikely to facilitate 
self-reliant development.
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Notes

 1. According to data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
between 2009 and 2018, developed countries spent US$126 billion on education and train-
ing-related activities in developing countries, or an estimated US$20 per person. Issues related 
to skills are subsumed in the eighth sustainable development goal (SDG 8) – decent work for all, 
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and of all interventions listed in the International Labour Organisation (ILO)’s youth Employment 
Program Inventory database, 82% are training programmes (Fox and Kaul 2018, 9).

 2. See Table S1 of the supplemental material for more details on the programmes and projects 
analysed.

 3. DFID has since been rebranded as the Foreign Commonwealth and Development Office. ‘DFID’ 
is still used here as this was the funding body at the time of data collection.

 4. Interview, Director of local NGO 1, Freetown, 12 September 2017.
 5. Interview, Advisor at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 13 September 2017; Interview, Managing 

Director of recruitment company 1, Freetown, 5 October, 2017; Interview, National Capacity 
Building Advisor at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 5 October 2017.

 6. Interview, Director of local NGO 2, Freetown, 26 September 2017.
 7. Interview, Managing Director of recruitment company 1, Freetown, 5 October 2017.
 8. Interview, Advisor at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 13 September 2017; Interview, 

Programme Officer at donor organisation 2, Freetown 8 September 8, 2017; Interview, Deputy 
Programme Coordinator at donor organisation 2, Freetown 8 September 8, 2017; Interview, 
Economist at donor organisation 3, Freetown, 17 September 2017; Interview, Project Officer at 
donor organisation 4, Freetown, 4 December 2017.

 9. Interview, Director of local NGO 3, Freetown, 12 September 2017. Text in the parentheses have 
been added to aid the reader.

 10. Interview, Director of local NGO 1, Freetown, 12 September 2017.
 11. Economist at donor organisation 3, Freetown, 17 September 2017.
 12. Interview, Deputy Programme Coordinator at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 11 September 2017.
 13. Economist at donor organisation 3, Freetown, 17 September 2017.
 14. Ibid.
 15. Interview, Deputy Programme Coordinator at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 11 September 2017.
 16. Interview, Programme Officer at National youth Commission, Freetown, 18 August 18, 2017.
 17. Interview, Programme Officer at donor organisation 2, Freetown, 8 September 2017.
 18. Ibid.; Interview, Founder and Chief Executive Officer of mining company, Freetown, 23 November, 

2017.
 19. Interview Human Resource Manager of manufacturing company, Freetown, 13 September 

2017;
Interview, Human Resource Manager of logistics company, Freetown, 29 September 2017;
Interview, Chief Financial Officer of engineering company, Freetown, 30 September 2017;
Interview, Head of construction company, Freetown, 30 September 2017; Interview, Human Resource 

Director of telecommunications company, Freetown, 3 October 2017.
 20. Interview, Advisor at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 13 September 2017; Interview, Founder 

and CEO of mining company, Freetown, 23 November, 2017.
 21. Interview, Deputy Programme Coordinator at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 11 September 

2017; Interview, Project Manager at international NGO, Freetown, 18 September 2017.
 22. Interview, Advisor at donor organisation 1, Freetown, 13 September 2017.
 23. The arguments may be different for voluntary self-employment. See Maloney (2004) for a 

discussion on this.
 24. It is recognised that the emergence of political violence and conflict can be linked to a multi-

tude of causes or ‘stress factors’ – see discussions in Cincotta, Engelman, and Anastasion 
(2003). The argument here is not to reduce the importance of other contributors, but instead 
to highlight the role of labour market factors.

 25. Interview, Programme Officer at National youth Commission, Freetown, 18 August 2017.
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