
4. THE SPECIAL PROBLEMS OF EMPLOYMENT FOR YOUNG 
WOMEN 

Some of the problems of employment for young 
women obviously stem from the conditions of 
general under-development. Indeed , the general 
rule is that the more restricted employment oppor-
tunities for young people in general are, the 
more do the existing opportunities tend to be 
reserved for men. But here attention will be 
directed more towards the problems which are 
specific only to women and which characterise 
their situation. 

Lack of  Th e first problem in a consideration of the em-
data ploymen t of women is that of measurement. Sta -

tistics which only take account of paid work -
whether in money wages or in kind - are inappli-
cable and misleading in that much of women's work -
in agriculture or in domestic settings - is unpaid. 
Therefore it is difficult to get an accurate idea 
of the magnitude of the problem and it is fre-
quently understated. Fo r example, if one wished 

Defining t o compare rates of unmploymen t for men and 
female women , figures giving the number of those without 
unemployment pai d jobs would over-emphasize the female situa-

tion as many women, although unpaid, are, if 
anything, overworked. O n the other hand, defini-
tions such as that used by Callaway (1) , where 
he defines married women as being unemployed only 
if they possess specific qualifications, such as 
nurses or teachers, will underestimate the problem 
and, furthermore, in a skewed and biased way, are 
effectively ignoring the uneducated or those only 
with basic general education. Thes e problems 
pertain when talking about women of any age, 
including necessarily young women. Youn g women 
prior to marriage will, of course, always depend 
more upon employment than older women. I t is 
probably better, therefore, to use a general 
concept such as 'engagement in productive activity' 
rather than the more confining concept of employ-
ment, which seems to implicitly infer paid labour 
(Although even the concept of productive activity 
is often value-laden and may be used in a narrow 
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contribution to everyday life in terms of their 
domestic tasks, child care, etc.. Therefor e it 
should always be used in a broader sense which 
recognises and includes these valuable activities.) 
When the problem is put in this way, it becomes 
clear that the main problems affecting women may 
be more those of poverty, inferior status, lack 
of claim to a proper share in family income, 
etc. rather than lack of employment. 

Women in the Traditional Sector 

Traditionally, women often have several activities 
in which they take part - domestic work and agri-
culture or home craft industries or trading, the 
precise mixture or share of women in these acti-
vities depending on local traditions. A s already 
mentioned, the problem is not so much that they 
are un - or under-employed i n any or all of these 
activities but rather that in all of them they 
have very low productivities or at any rate low 
incomes - they are usually the majority of the 
'working poor'. Solution s therefore must lie in 
(a) raising the productivity of the existing 
occupations or the incomes associated with them 
and/or (b ) pulling down the barriers, economic 
and socio-cultural, which presently debar women 
who wish to participate from entry into the wage 
labour force working in different occupations 
with higher productivity. Befor e studies can be 
made and policies implemented to bring about 
these changes though there is a basic and pressing 
need for more information about the present situa-
tion, about how women in different settings divide 
up their time, their daily routines, time spent 
on different activities, etc. A  further point to 
make is that, although we are here considering 
young women, a fair proportion of these will al-
ready be married and quite possibly also have 
small children, in which case their problems will 
be somewhat different from those of young un-
married women, as from married women with older 
or grown-up children. 

Discrimination 
starts early 
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The path leading towards the discrimination against 
young women and their confinement by and large to 
low productivity and dependent activities starts. 
at school and before. A  smaller proportion of girls 
than boys receive education at any level, the gap 
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between the two often increasing with age and stage 
of education . Thi s may be because of cultural 
beliefs of the inferiority of the women's status 
or capacities, so that education is therefore to 
some extent wasted upon her. However , even those 
who remain in school are not spared from treat-
ment founded upon this inherent belief and from 
another which logically follows on from it, i.e.. 
that activities can be divided into those which 
are intrinsically 'female ' an d those which are 
intrinsically 'male ' (thi s even extends to jobs 
in the modern sector), and that those which are 
female are by and large lowly, unproductive, 
unskilled or badly paid. Researc h should be 
carried out to see whether these ideas are em-
bedded in the curricula of rural and urban 
primary schools. Ar e girls and boys taught 
different subjects in different ways; the girls 
getting lessons in home economics while the boys 
get pre-vocational courses which help them to 
decide upon what they will do after school and 
to prepare for it? Traditiona l attitudes are 
often blamed for a large part of the problems of 
young women but these are hardly likely to be 
overcome if teaching in primary schools is segre-
gated in this way. Ha s any experiment ever been 
made of teaching young boys elements of home 
economics, child care, etc.? I f so, were there 
any positive results in terms of a change of 
attitudes towards women and girls and their roles? 
If no such experiment has ever been tried, perhaps 
one could be set up and the results monitored. 

Primary school 
leavers 
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If a girl fails to pass from primary to secondary 
school, as of course the great majority do, she 
has been prepared for nothing except domestic or 
subsistence activities. Th e female primary school 
leaver is seen as contituting a special problem. 
Family constraints prevent her from migrating to 
the town in most developing countries, Latin 
America being the great exception, and therefore 
a need for special programmes at village level is 
recognised. "I n many African societies, however, 
women often show an aptitude for and an inclination 
towards handicrafts, including pottery, weaving, 
dyeing, basket-work, etc. and training programmes 
should be devised to accommodate this." Thi s 



training, together with special programmes at 
village level ".. . provide an opportunity for 
the young girl to retain the skills acquired in 
school and possibly the opportunity through small 
scale craft activities of some cash earning . Th e 
role of this kind of programme is to provide for 
the young girl with some schooling a satisfying 
bridge between school and marriage." (2 ) 

Traditional 
teaching: 
new approaches 

Reducing 
domestic 
burdens 
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Therefore often already the young boy starts to 
get training in productive skills while the young 
girls get taught traditional skills in such a way 
that they are unlikely to raise the usually low 
productivity of these crafts or to see them as 
something beyond a bridge between school and 
marriage in that there is not the premise under-
lying their training, as there is for that of 
young boys, that they are preparing fo r future 
productive employment. Retrainin g suggested in 
the preceding paragraph may be a useful suggestion 
which is much better than doing nothing at all 
and which could improve welfare in many directions, 
yet it is not a fully satisfactory answer to the 
total problem. 

New possibilities 

Firstly, there is a place for such subjects as 
home economics and traditional crafts to be taught 
but they must be taught in a manner and context 
which opens rather than closes horizons for the 
young girl. Hom e economics can be taught not only 
as an end in itself, and, as already point out, 
not necessarily only to girls, but as a means of 
freeing the girl for other work should she wish to 
do it. A t present women in the developing countrie s 
spend a very large percentage of their time on 
domestic tasks such as drawing water and preparing 
food, therefore any equipment or knowledge which 
would cut down this time would obviously be an 
advancement. Researc h into the possibilities of 
simple equipment which would ease the execution 
of these domestic tasks should be carried out. 
These are more likely to be accepted by the 
younger girls as they have less experience of the 
traditional methods than older women and could be 
demonstrated at schools. Ther e is obviously also 
a case for having young, educated women on the staff 
of such research bodies as they will have a better 



knowledge of the exact problems to be overcome. 
Knowledge of nutrition is obviously also vitally 
important as young women often already have, and 
certainly will have in the future, young children 
whose future mental and physical development can 
be greatly affected by the nutrition they receive 
in their infancy. 

Teaching new  Secondly , if traditional crafts are going to be 
attitudes and  taugh t at schools they too should be taught in a 
skills differen t way, in an attempt to improve the young 

girl's productivity in them and in view of changing 
external conditions. The y should be taught in the 
same way as skills are taught to boys - not merely 
with the status of a bridging occupation between 
school and marriage. A s well as the actual craft 
itself the girls could be taught the elements of 
book-keeping and managing a business, about 
marketing, etc. I n that way there is a greater 
likelihood of the girl being able to set up on 
her own after school. Girl s often learn crafts 
informally too, from female relatives, and as with 
boys learning skills, there should be efforts made 
to upgrade the skills of the woman imparting her 
own skill to her pupils and a movement to give the 
relationship between the two more of the legal and, 
hopefully eventually, social status of an appren-
ticeship. Example s of all female craft co-operatives 
in various parts of Africa show that young women 
can organise themselves into productive units -
although, of course, there is nothing to say that 
men cannot be included in these schemes as well. 

Apart from crafts women have traditionally played 
a major part in agriculture in many less developed 
countries. However , there is still extreme sus-
picion or even hostility towards the idea of young 
girls taking part in agricultural training program-
mes . However , they should be treated as any other 
aspiring young farmer, especially in view of the 
fact that many of them will be effective heads of 
household if their husbands migrate to towns 
leaving them in the country as often happens. 
However, mere training in agricultural methods is 
not enough. Girl s must also be given courses in 
farm management and in rural leadership, both of 
other young girls and women in particular but also 

Agricultural 
training 
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of the wider community in general, though any 
attempts of theirs to put this into practice will 
most likely be met with resistance, both cultural 
and legal. Mor e research is needed into the status 
of women in relation to land rights, and how this 
could be put to rights if it is discriminatory. 
This applies equally in communally owned and 
managed ventures as in privately owned land. Mor e 
attention should be paid in land reform and 
associated research and technical assistance to 
such problems relating to women. Greate r atten-
tion should be paid to the female farmers by the 
extension workers and in particular it has been 
suggested that women might respond more readily 
if these were female rather than male. "I f women 
extension workers are felt to be the answer, how 
many are needed and what type of training would 
be most appropriate? .. . it is recommended that 
studies be conducted to find out the views of the 
rural women themselves." (3 ) 

Representation 
of women 

The views of all women should be heard far more 
often - the older because of their experience, 
but also the younger because they are the ones 
who will be most affected in the future by far-
ranging decisions taken today. They are also the 
ones most likely to take easily to a more vocal 
role. Mos t importantly the views of young men 
and women - the latter traditionally exclude d 
because of both age and sex, should be given a 
place on development planning boards, etc.. A 
supporting structure of women's organisations 
would strengthen the claim for this representation 
and make it easier to appoint individuals who 
spoke for others as well. Bu t how can such 
organisations best be encouraged? On e suggestion 
is the provision of leadership programmes (4), 
although the exact format of these would need 
careful deliberation. Anothe r suggestion is for 
government grants and loans to women's groups 
for their co-operatives, self-help and develop-
ment projects, such loans presumably strengthenin g 
existing organisations and acting as an encourage-
ment to the formation of new ones. (5 ) 

Facilities for 
women workers 
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There is also scope for the possibilities of some 
kind of self-help child care scheme, creches or 
nurseries. Experimenta l day care centres could be 
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set up and reactions to and consequences of them 
examined. Thi s could be tied i n with surveys of 
women's attitudes to work and th e reasons they 
tend to go in for some crafts/occupations/pro-
fessions more than others. Fo r example , is the 
previously noted preference of girls for handi-
crafts not so much because it is somehow intrinsi-
cally work satisfying to women but because of 
more mundane and therefore alterable reasons, 
such as it allows time for domestic work and 
child care? I f these constraints were removed, 
through the better organisation of domestic life, 
the use of simple labour saving devices and the 
provision of child care facilities, would these 
preferences still hold? Similarl y with opportu-
nities for girls with secondary or higher edu-
cation. I t has been noted (6) , especially for 
younger women as these are the ones with more 
education, that there is a much greater propor-
tion of women in the professions than in higher 
(or lower for that matter) administrative jobs . 
However, upon closer inspection it turns out that 
this is because of a great predominance of women 
in two professions, namely teaching and nursing. 
Other professions, such as the law, are still very 
much male strongholds. Mor e research is needed 
into why these professions and not others attract 
and accept more women. I s it because they fit in 
well with other, for example, domestic, commitments, 
because they are considered more 'respectable' for 
girls, or because their work content is inherently 
more congenial? Similarl y are men content to let 
women enter these professions whereas they are 
often extremely hostile to the thought of their 
doing other high level jobs because they pay 
worse, have lower status, are considered not 
fitting work for men, or what? A s women do already 
have a strong foothold in nursing though, this 
should be used to its full advantage. Researc h 
should be carried out to discover what the poten-
tialities are for work as para-professionals in 
the health services, for example as medical 
auxiliaries in rural health centres, an occupation 
which is likely to expand fairly considerably in 
the future. I t should also be found out what 
measures can be taken to ensure that women have 
equal opportunities in getting the training for 
such jobs along with men. Similarly , in relation 
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to young women working on family planning pro-
grammes, especially as it is probably, if developed 
countries' experiences are anything to go by, that 
as young women see better openings for themselves 
in employment they will voluntarily and spontaneously 
decide to make greater use of family planning 
services. 

Women in the Urban Sector 

This brings up the question of the special problems 
facing the more educated girls and their employ-
ment chances - normally taken to mean their 
employment chances in the modern urban sector. 
This identification of the educated with the 
modern is in itself in some ways a mistake; the 
educated young person, whether male or female, 
has a lot to offer in other sectors as well, and 
it is the idea that the informal rural and 
especially the agricultural sectors are fit only 
for the uneducated which has led to so much 
migration to urban areas and to the unemployment 
problems encountered there. Befor e looking at the 
problems of the educated girl though, the plight 
of the less well educated urban girl may be 
briefly examined. Th e urban girl is in some ways 
in a weaker position than that of the girl in the 
country because she at least, even if her education 
has left her without any productive skills, can 
often participate in, albeit near subsistence 
level, agriculture, crafts or small-scale trading. 
If the urban girl has not learnt any specific 
skills, and the chances are very much that she will 
not have, she has less openings available to her. 
By far the most important activity of urban women 
in many parts of Africa, aside from domestic duties, 
is trade, and it is quite likely that the uneducated 
urban girl will try her hand at this. Agai n though, 
this is for the majority of women, a low producti-
vity, low reward activity, requiring often long 
hours at the market. Sh e will probably start by 
sitting in with an established female trader, 
eventually working for her or setting up on her 
own, as very little capital is usually required 
for this. (7 ) A s with crafts and agriculture the 
possibilities of training for these girls should be 
examined not in trading as such but in how to 
manage such small-scale enterprises, how to keep 
books, etc.. Studie s have found that female-run 



businesses such as this small-scale trading are 
nearly always on a much smaller scale than male-
run businesses . (8 ) Th e reasons for this should 
be discovered - are the restraints time (becaus e 
of domestic commitments), capital, other business-
men or government hostility or some other factors? 
What can be done to combat this? Wha t are the 
potentialities and possibilities for women 
traders to organise themselves into co-operatives 
or other groupings and would this be beneficial? 

Job seekers 

The modern 
sector 

Further figures should be collected on the number 
of girls and young women seeking jobs. Wha t kinds 
of jobs are they looking for and how successful 
are they? Ho w do they fare in relation to simi-
larly qualified men? Ho w helpful are employment 
exchanges and do they discriminate in the kinds of 
jobs they notify young men and women about? I n 
particular the modern sector would appear to 
present an almost closed door to young women, 
except for the most lowly and unskilled jobs 
which men often do not wish to do, and even here 
it is often older, widowed or divorced women who 
get most of the jobs. Educatio n and training are 
often the constraints here. Les s women get the 
degree of training to qualify them for the better 
jobs, but girls also do less well than young men 
in the lower level jobs even when they have the 
same extent of education. I t should be found out 
why this is so. Ofte n it may be a question of 
attitudes, in that modern sector work is thought 
to be not quite respectable for young girls, but 
is this all? Woul d government compaigns and a 
'publicity relations' job have any effect upon 
this image of the modern sector? Doe s the govern-
ment in fact really want to encourage young girls 
to get themselves better jobs or is it just paying 
lip service to this idea? Th e fact that very 
well educated girls find it far more difficult to 
find jobs within government administration than 
similarly qualified young men does add some 
substance to this suspicion. 

Employers 
attitudes 
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There should be a good deal more research into 
some specific aspects of employers' attitudes 
towards employing young women. I s this because 
they take less well to the modern work environ-
ment with its emphasis upon regularity, punctuality, 



etc.? I f this is so what is the cure? Ca n some 
of it be traced back to an education which goes 
some way towards preparing boys for such work but 
far less towards preparing girls - rather the end 
state for them is still as home life and tradi-
tional work. I s it because of having to pay such 
fringe benefits as maternity grants, and if so, 
could a system be devised whereby all firms, not 
just those employing women, had to contribute to 
these so that a firm was not penalized for 
employing a greater number of women? O r is it 
such things as having time off for pregnancies 
or because girls leave when they get married? 
Even in developed countries these are emotional 
subjects and would therefore particularly benefit 
from having further objective information obtained 
from surveys and studies. 

Boys: I n agriculture, trading, crafts and other skills, 
preferential a s well as in the modern sector, the chances are 
treatment that , if boys continue to be treated preferentially, 

better trained and given better general preparation 
for a more productive economic life, the gap between 
the opportunities for young women and young men will 
continue to widen. Man y people concerned seem to 
regard this as being almost inevitable, since 
they maintain that concentration upon better 
opportunities for young girls must await the time 
when the employment problems for young men have 
been solved; and that to increase female partici-
pation in the labour market before that time will 
only increase net un - and under-employment and 
perhaps even low average family wages as women 
are employed in preference to men because they 

False basis wil l accept lower wages. Ther e are several ob-
jections to this point of view and a need for 
much greater research and analysis of the processes 
involved. Firstly , that the raising of the pro-
ductivity of young women in traditional 'female ' 
occupations, through better access to education, 
better specialized training, better organisation 
of domestic duties, does not represent a threat to 
any of the 'men's ' jobs. Secondly , that if women 
were better organised and made more aware of the 
opportunities available to them they might begin 
not to accept lower wages. I f this were so there 
would be less of a case for discriminating agains t 

38 on e whole sex so that the other sex's job interests 



were safeguarded. Further , the argument that child 
care, etc. would suffer carries less weight if there 
are better child care, etc.facilities and if young 
men eventually be persuaded that they have responsi-
bilities in this direction too. Lastly , and perhaps 
the area where research is most urgently needed, is 
it indeed inevitable that an increase in male 
unemployment will follow from increased female 
participation? Boseru p (9 ) thinks not. Sh e main-

Sex balance  tain s that if the rural areas and rural occupations 
in rural  areas  coul d be made more attractive to both young men 

and young women, far fewer of these would migrate 
to the towns. I n that event more of the urban 
jobs could be undertaken by young urban women -
provided, of course, that they had been suitably 
trained. Th e effect might even work the other 
way, in that if more urban girls could get more 
of the urban jobs there would be fewer available 
for rural migrants and this might serve to stem 
the flood from the country to the town a little. 
Boserup puts these ideas forward as untested 
propositions but surely there is every reason for 
carrying out studies in order to test them, as, 
if the general mechanism is correct, improving 
girls1 opportunitie s in both rural and urban 
areas will be seen to be a way of increasing 
overall national productivity, and this will 
therefore constitute a most damning argument 
against those who believe - who want to believe? -
that the problem of employment of young women is 
one which must wait until that of the employment 
of young men is solved. 
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