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ABSTRACT
Using qualitative data collected in Gulu and Omoro districts, Northern 
Uganda, this paper discusses factors influencing youth engagement in 
sweetpotato production and agribusiness in a post-conflict environ-
ment. The purpose is to understand the factors in order to promote 
young people’s participation in sweetpotato and other agricultural 
value chains. Thirteen young women and eleven young men were inter-
viewed in individual in-depth interviews. Additionally, 74 young women 
and 85 young men participated in 16 sex-disaggregated focus group 
discussions. Our study identifies that rural youth’s participation in 
sweetpotato production and agribusiness is a product of the intersec-
tion of broader community/national context, individual circumstances 
(age, gender, marital status, education and social class), and individual 
and collective agency. Our proposed strategies to encourage youth 
participation in the agricultural value chain consider young people’s 
intersectional identities and address national- and community-level 
issues such as access to knowledge and information, land, markets and 
gendered power hierarchies.

Introduction

More than half of Uganda’s population depends on agriculture for their livelihood (Uganda 
Bureau of Statistics 2021b). Despite the importance of the sector in Uganda and other coun-
tries in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), many young people are not interested in agriculture, lack 
opportunities to be gainfully engaged or regard agriculture as an employer of last resort 
(Ameyaw and Maiga 2015; Mudege, Bullock, and Rietveld 2017; Whyte and Acio 2017; 
Rietveld et al. 2020). Uganda faces the challenge of an ageing and uneducated agricultural 
force in the foreseeable future (Ahaibwe, Mbowa, and Lwanga 2013), despite having one of 
the most youthful populations in the world, with more than 70% of its population aged 30 
and younger (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2021a). There is, therefore, cause for concern 
because young men’s and young women’s participation in agriculture is critical to the sus-
tainability of Uganda’s agriculture. It is thus important to examine the lived experiences of 
rural young men and young women and their engagement in agriculture as labourers or 
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entrepreneurs, to understand the opportunities and constraints they face in their efforts to 
make a living in the sector. This paper focuses on a post-conflict area in northern Uganda. 
It seeks to discuss and understand factors influencing young men’s and young women’s 
engagement in sweetpotato production and agribusiness to promote their participation in 
sweetpotato and other agricultural value chains, given the adverse conditions under which 
they currently operate.

The paper uses the terms ‘youth’ and ‘young people’ interchangeably, as is the case with 
the African Union (2006), while the terms ‘young men’ and ‘young women’ denote the gender 
of young people or youth. The term ‘youth’ has been defined in many ways. Some definitions 
focus on age delineations. For example, the African Union (2006) uses the term ‘youth’ to 
refer to persons between the ages of 15 and 35 years, while the Uganda Bureau of Statistics 
uses the term to refer to persons aged 18–30 years. Other definitions focus on youth as 
persons who are transitioning from childhood to adulthood (Losch 2016; Ripoll et al. 2017). 
Both approaches have their pros and cons. For example, it has been noted that using chrono-
logical age to define youth or someone as a young person can help delineate boundaries 
for statistical and other purposes, but ‘it ignores the intersecting identities of young people’ 
(Mudege, Bullock, and Rietveld 2017, 8). Also, Ripoll et al. point out that ‘being young is not 
a uniformly experienced transitional phase in life between childhood and adulthood. Rather 
it is […] highly gendered and intersects with other identities such as marital status, ethnic 
affiliation, class, education or employment status’ (2017, 172). It is possible to be older than 
the official youth definition and yet remain in the youth category in rural Africa because 
‘access to voice, to land and to full economic independence can occur relatively late in life’ 
(Losch 2016, 43). The definition of youth is, therefore, contextual.

While the authors of this paper are aware of the debates surrounding how to define young 
people, in selecting the respondents of this study, we initially adopted the definition of the 
Uganda Bureau of Statistics, which defines young people as persons aged between 18 and 
30 years. However, the ages of the study participants in fact ranged between 15 and 33 years 
because recruitment was also impacted by the local communities’ definition of ‘youth’, which 
took into account individual circumstances. The local communities’ definition was more 
aligned with the African Union’s African Youth Charter.

Study context

The paper utilises qualitative data collected by the authors using funds from the CGIAR 
Research Program on Roots, Tubers and Bananas. The data was gathered from youths in the 
Bungatira sub-county in Gulu district and the Bobi sub-county in Omoro district, Northern 
Uganda. Gulu district is bordered by Amuru district in the west, Lamwo in the north, Pader 
in the east and Omoro in the south. Omoro district was recently carved out of Gulu district 
and is bordered by Gulu district in the north, Pader in the east, Oyam in the south and Nwoya 
in the west.

Northern Uganda is still undergoing social and economic reconstruction after the conflict 
between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the national army, the Uganda People’s 
Defence Force (UPDF), which lasted two decades, from 1986 to 2006. A significant majority 
of people, estimated at more than 1.3 million, were internally displaced (Joireman, Sawyer, 
and Wilhoit 2012; Mugonola and Baliddawa 2015). Joireman, Sawyer, and Wilhoit (2012) 
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state that by 2005, 94% of the population in Gulu was displaced. Some people lived away 
from their homes for up to 20 years, which meant that many children came of age in the 
camps where people could not farm and depended on food aid (Whyte and Acio 2017). 
Soon after the war ended, the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (iDMC 2008) noted 
that the population in Gulu was made up of a majority of young people, many of whom had 
no memories or experience of rural life. Therefore, these young people were more likely to 
be drawn to trading centres or towns. Indeed, many people settled in towns after the war, 
and a majority portion of the population in Gulu and Omoro districts (55.5%) lives in urban 
centres (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017). However, many young people live in rural areas 
in communities whose main economic activity is small-scale farming. These young people 
face challenges, such as lack of access to land, that limit their engagement in agricultural 
production and agribusiness. Some of the challenges are a result of the war. For instance, 
war disrupted gender and generational relations through which young men and young 
women accessed land. Before the war, young men gained land mainly through their fathers 
and young women through their husbands (Whyte and Acio 2017). Young women could 
also use the land of their fathers if they left their husbands (Whyte and Acio 2017). Although 
the land is still accessed through relations of gender and generation, death, displacement 
and inability to marry put many young men and young women in positions where their 
claims to land were no longer guaranteed.

In rural Gulu and Omoro, persons aged 30 years and younger account for 77.9% of the 
total population (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017), and most of those working are engaged 
in agriculture (Ameyaw and Maiga 2015). Therefore, it is important to understand young 
people’s engagement in agriculture in Gulu and Omoro districts since agriculture contributes 
significantly to livelihoods and food security. Additionally, 23.8% of the total households in 
rural Gulu and Omoro districts are headed by young people (aged 18–30 years; Uganda 
Bureau of Statistics 2017), indicating that young people play a significant role within this 
community.

This paper uses research on youth engagement in sweetpotato production and agribusi-
ness as an entry point because this crop is among the top three food crops in Uganda, and 
the country is among the major global sweetpotato producers in terms of quantities pro-
duced (Zawedde et al. 2014). Interventions targeting the sweetpotato value chain could 
potentially contribute to youth retention in agribusiness and to enhancing food security. 
The term ‘agribusiness’ is used here to refer to all activities and services along the agricultural 
value-chain, including input supply, production, processing, distribution and retail sectors 
(Richards 2022).

Data collection, sampling and analytical framework

The study used qualitative methods, including individual in-depth interviews (IDIs) and focus 
group discussions (FGDs). Qualitative methods were selected because ‘they help to answer 
complex questions such as how and why efforts to implement best practices may succeed 
or fail’ (Hamilton and Finley 2020, 1). Pincock and Jones suggest that when working with 
young people, especially those that are marginalised, there is a need to use methods that 
are ‘adaptable, interesting and create space within the research process for participation 
and freedom of expression’ (2020, 1). In our case, it was critical to use qualitative methods 
that allowed young people affected by war and conflict to speak up and share their views 
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and opinions in a safe environment. Lastly, we used qualitative methods because we needed 
to apply the concept of intersectionality in understanding how young men’s and young 
women’s lived experiences influenced their ability to engage in agribusiness. Intersectionality 
is the understanding that factors such as gender, age, ethnicity and class often intersect to 
influence socio-political and economic outcomes for individuals and communities (Crenshaw 
1989; Vastapuu 2018). For instance, among youth, young women may be at a more significant 
disadvantage than young men because of their gender (Rietveld et al. 2020). Within the 
sub-group of young women, social class, marital status or having children may place some 
at a greater or lesser disadvantage than others. Qualitative methods allow for the broadening 
of ‘the scope of intersectionality to study dominant identities, mapping more clearly how 
knowledge, diversity and equality operate in interconnected dialectic ways’ (Rodriguez 2018, 
429). Qualitative methods were, therefore, appropriate for our study objectives.

The study locations, Bungatira and Bobi sub-counties, were selected because the com-
munities had recently been beneficiaries of interventions meant to improve the participation 
of women, young people and other vulnerable groups in the sweetpotato business. Study 
respondents were identified and purposively selected using the following criteria: (1) being 
a youth, (2) being a resident of Bungatira and Bobi, and (3) having some experience in cul-
tivation and/or trading sweetpotato. These criteria ensured that respondents were proficient 
and well informed about the study subject matter and that they had an in-depth under-
standing of the socio-economic and political dynamics of the area.

A total of 13 young women and 11 young men were interviewed in individual IDIs. Four 
young women were married, three were single mothers, and six were single, while four 
young men were married, and seven were single. Additionally, 16 sex-disaggregated FGDs 
were held in the two sub-counties. Eight groups were made up of young women whose 
number, when added together, totalled 74. The other eight groups were made up of young 
men whose number, when added together, totalled 85. Those who responded to IDIs did 
not participate in the FGDs.

We designed an informed consent form. All individuals who participated in the interviews 
were taken through the informed consent form, which they signed to show their consent 
to participate. Those who participated in FGDs gave group consent. Group participants were 
asked to provide verbal consent. The study team explained to all study participants that 
participation was voluntary. Voluntary participation meant that participants were free to 
refuse to participate without any implications for their ability to participate in and benefit 
from projects in the future; they could refuse to answer any questions, and they could end 
their participation at any time. The study team also explained that all collected information 
would be anonymised during analysis to protect their identity.

Analytical framework
After consulting authors such as Ripoll et al., who proposed a framework ‘with which to 
analyse young people’s economic room to manoeuvre in different rural contexts’ (2017, 168), 
and Leavy and Smith, who explored the dynamic processes through which aspirations of 
young people are ‘formed, shaped and influenced by economic context, social norms and 
customs, parental and peer influence […] and gender relations’ (2010, 3), we developed a 
simplified framework to collect and analyse data. The framework was also influenced by the 
intersectionality literature. Thus, taking our cue from Rodriguez, we used ‘multi-stakeholder, 
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multi-level analyses of differential social, economic and political power, and [embedded] 
non-hierarchical notions of difference as part of intersectional analyses’ (2018, 429). Through 
the intersectionality concept, we conceptualise the participation of young men and young 
women in sweetpotato production and agribusiness as a product of the broader national 
and community context, individual circumstances and agency, and group or collective 
agency. These elements interact to create prohibitive or enabling conditions for young peo-
ple’s participation in sweetpotato agribusiness (see Figure 1).

The broader national and community context. This is the backdrop within which young 
men and young women carry out their economic or productive activities and that 
roots young people within specific social, political and economic contexts. The 
national-level context could include policies that support youth engagement. At the 
community level, there are local factors such as youth’s access to quality land, access to 
markets, social norms that govern how different people in the community behave and 
the entitlements they have, generational power relations, and the dynamics of rural 
transformation within the community.

Individual circumstances and agency. Individual circumstances include age, gender, 
marital status, level of education and social class. These factors influence individual 
aspirations, capabilities and ability to access resources. Accounting for individual 
circumstances allows for an intersectional approach that considers the heterogeneous 
nature of the group ‘youth’. Considering the differences among youth, in turn, allows 
for a more nuanced understanding of their experiences within the agricultural sector, 
which may lead to better intervention policies by government and development 
organisations (Rietveld et al. 2020).

In addition to individual circumstances, individual agency is also important. Agency is 
‘the ability to define one’s goals and act upon them’ (Kabeer 1999, 438). Honwana (2006) 

Figure 1.  Framework of factors affecting young men’s and young women’s participation in agricultural 
enterprises.
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outlines two types of agency: strategic and tactical. To have strategic agency, a person needs 
to be in a position of power, be ‘fully conscious of the ultimate goals of their actions’, and 
‘anticipate any long-term gains or benefits’ (Honwana 2006, 51). Those with tactical agency 
‘are fully conscious of the immediate returns, and they act, within certain constraints, to seize 
opportunities that are available to them’ (Honwana 2006, 51). Complex power relations 
within communities and families influence individual circumstances and the type of agency 
a person can have. Therefore, understanding a young person’s position in relation to power 
hierarchies within the family and community can offer insights into the activities that youths 
engage in and differences in outcomes.

Collective agency. Sometimes, young people may be constrained to act as individuals 
and resort to collective agency. As a collective, young people may challenge existing 
norms and structures that disadvantage them in gaining access to resources they need 
to engage effectively in agriculture or other livelihood options. However, collectives 
can also reproduce power hierarchies that exist in the wider community, for example 
based on social class, thus limiting their effectiveness in promoting the engagement of 
certain sections of the youth in agribusiness. Understanding power dynamics within 
collectives is therefore necessary when promoting collective agency as a means of 
overcoming some individual limitations. See Pelenc, Bazile, and Ceruti (2015) on the 
process of establishing collective agency and its contribution to developing sustainable 
initiatives.

Data analysis
To analyse data, we manually coded it using a Microsoft Excel matrix. The coding was 
based on a coding tree developed from several themes related to the participation of 
young men and young women in sweetpotato enterprises and aligned to our analytical 
framework. Themes falling under the community context included how social norms influ-
enced young men’s and young women’s participation and access to resources such as 
land, and the effects of factors such as war and conflict on youth engagement in agricul-
ture, especially sweetpotato farming. Under individual agency, the themes included the 
impact of marital status, education level and social-economic status on young men’s and 
young women’s involvement in sweetpotato farming, marketing and processing. 
Regarding collective agency, themes included youth participation and the quality of their 
involvement in farmers’ groups. The final theme focused on the opportunities and con-
straints of young people in sweetpotato-related business and what can be done to encour-
age their participation.

Findings

The first part of the findings section discusses factors that influence and shape young men’s 
and young women’s participation in agriculture in general and sweetpotato production 
enterprises in particular. These factors are important because they help explain the gap 
between young people’s potential and their actual experiences. The second section outlines 
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solutions suggested by the youth that are aimed at promoting their participation in sweet-
potato production and related businesses.

Factors influencing and shaping youth participation in sweetpotato production 
and agribusiness

Information obtained from the respondents suggests that community context, individual 
circumstances and agency, and collective agency play a significant role in influencing young 
people’s participation in sweetpotato production and agribusiness. Key issues in the narra-
tives include access to land, peer pressure and local perceptions, gender and marital status, 
education and training, and social and economic status. These factors and key issues are 
presented in the following discussion.

Community context
Key community context factors that affect youth participation in sweetpotato production 
include limited availability of land, local perceptions and experiences, and peer pressure. 
These are mediated by social norms governing gender and intergenerational power relations, 
as discussed below.

Access to land. Young people’s access to land was significantly affected by the war. Due 
to displacement and the death of family elders or husbands, many young people no 
longer had a clear path to accessing ancestral lands. This negatively impacted their 
engagement in agricultural production. Also, when displaced families returned to their 
homes after the war, there were many land disputes because land boundaries were no 
longer clear, affecting the reintroduction of young people to agriculture.

Severe financial difficulties in the immediate post-war period led some families to sell off 
their land to meet the high cost of living, a trend that has continued to date. In FGDs, young 
women confirmed rampant land sales by male heads in their communities to meet the 
households’ cash needs. Young women indicated that they had limited power to stop the 
selling of land because male elders or husbands are the ones who have control over land. 
Land sales and growing populations have reduced the amount of land available for farming. 
During an individual interview, a 23-year-old man and household head said, ‘we have many 
clans in this area. Before, people used to have over 10 acres, but now most homes have less 
than two acres, and it is not enough’. These land shortages mean that young people are no 
longer guaranteed access to land even under customary law, a situation that has severely 
limited their prospects for earning income from agricultural production. Study participants 
pointed to limited access to land as one of the reasons they did not engage in sweetpotato 
production. Some youths mentioned that they sometimes hired land to cultivate. However, 
this option was expensive and unsustainable for sweetpotato since the crop was only grown 
for family consumption and did not generate income to cover the costs of hiring land. They 
therefore preferred to plant other crops like cassava on hired land.

Participants in FGDs pointed out that after the war, many families returned home ‘with 
nothing’, making it difficult to engage more effectively and efficiently in agriculture, and 
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for young people to gain the necessary skills through practice. Young people could not 
learn sweetpotato production while in camps and, therefore, did not have the necessary 
knowledge and skills when they returned home. Also, when people returned from the 
camps, fear of landmines prevented them from immediately taking up sweetpotato farming 
because ‘it was risky to heap [mounds]; you were more likely to encounter land mines while 
doing so’ (young man in FGD, Bobi sub-county).

In addition, parents often have the power to decide how land is used and cropping pat-
terns. In individual interviews, young people shared that where they depended on their 
parents for land, they could not grow crops of their choice due to their parents’ conflicting 
needs, demands and preferences. As such, young people’s opportunities were, to an extent, 
shaped by power hierarchies within their social contexts. To earn income independently, 
many young men and young women made a living from non-agricultural activities (Table 1). 
These non-agricultural activities are, in some cases, the only option for young men and 
young women to generate personal income since agricultural income is often controlled by 
their elders who own the land.

While both young men and young women had limited access to land, young women, 
especially those who were not married and had no children, were worse off regarding access 
to and control of land and decision-making regarding its use. Young women were not con-
sidered in terms of inheritance and access to land. FGD participants noted that young women 
are not given land and always farm with their parents since it is believed they will obtain 
land upon marriage. A majority of the single young women in FGDs and IDIs believed that 
once married, they would farm on their husband’s land, make decisions and generate an 
income for their families. However, getting married did not guarantee that a young woman 
would benefit from access to land, because although wives provide labour, husbands often 
have control over the land and its proceeds. The dissonance between the effort that women 
put in and their access to benefits is illustrated in the interview below:

When it comes to the sale of produce, my husband has to authorise it. Sometimes he takes the 
money leaving the family with nothing. There is no easy life. I cannot plan for anything because 
of being locked up by this man who does not give me the freedom to plan for a better family. 
[…] I do not have anything of my own. If I could get out of this home to engage in agriculture 
and lead my own life, my life would probably change. My husband’s relatives do not allow me 
to have access to anything in the home. (interview with a married young woman in Bobi 
sub-county)

Table 1. A ctivities that young women and young men in rural Gulu and Omoro engage in 
to earn a living (mentioned in individual interviews and focus group discussions).
Activities that young women do Activities that young men do

•	 Fetching water for block making
•	 Washing clothes for money
•	 Making pancakes and selling them at schools 

and/or the town centre
•	 Selling vegetables
•	 Cooking food at construction sites
•	 Brewing and selling alcohol
•	 Charcoal burning and selling firewood
•	 Casual labour like weeding and harvesting 

for other people

•	 Boda boda (motorcycle taxi)
•	 Casual labour, eg working on other people’s 

farms and helping at construction sites
•	 Carpentry and joining
•	 Bricklaying during the dry season
•	 Middleman business
•	 Building
•	 Bicycle repairing
•	 Charcoal burning
•	 Sand mining from rivers for house construction
•	 Porter
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Married young women often expressed frustration because of the lack of freedom and 
opportunities to exercise agency concerning livelihood options. Access to land and benefits 
for young women was predicated on their relationship with specific men and their families. 
However, unlike unmarried young women with no children, who mentioned providing 
unpaid agricultural labour to their families, the consensus in FGDs and interviews was that 
divorced young mothers were often given small pieces of land by their parents to provide 
for their children.

Peer pressure, local perceptions and experiences. There is social pressure among young 
people to aspire to professions other than farming and, when involved in farming, to 
focus on cash crops instead of sweetpotato, which is regarded as a lowly crop. A female 
FGD participant said, ‘we fear carrying sweetpotato on our heads to take to the market 
because our suitors may see us and laugh at us’. Young men also mentioned avoiding 
carrying sweetpotato roots or vines to the market because their girlfriends may laugh 
at them. During one FGD, some young men mentioned that if they are given a 
motorcycle or a car, they can transport sweetpotato roots but not sell them because 
selling sweetpotato is ‘embarrassing’. The embarrassment mainly stemmed from the 
fact that local sweetpotato trading often earned small amounts of money compared to 
selling crops like cassava, and young people who engage in the sweetpotato trade are 
regarded as desperate. It was often mentioned that while older adults produced food 
security crops, youth liked growing high-value vegetables like cabbages, onions, 
tomatoes and green pepper, which have a ready market and provide quicker economic 
returns. Sweetpotato selling was generally considered a preserve of older women who 
had no other options. The physical local sweetpotato markets are dominated by 
women, further keeping young men from the market. Young men, however, are not 
embarrassed to sell sweetpotato in larger quantities at the farm gate or higher nodes 
of the sweetpotato value chain.

The community context described above had varying impacts on the activities and eco-
nomic outcomes of Gulu and Omoro youth, depending on their circumstances and agency. 
Some of the individual circumstances are described below.

Individual circumstances and agency
Gender and marital status. Gender and marital status affected young men’s and young 
women’s access to land, and, for those with access to land, marital status influenced the 
types of activities they conducted. As mentioned, single young women with no 
children were at the greatest disadvantage since they primarily provided unpaid family 
labour. In contrast, married young women could access land through their husbands, 
and divorced young women with children were often given access to land by their 
parents or elders.

Some young women were at a more significant disadvantage than young men because 
they had less freedom of movement. Family structures are such that parents and relatives 
seek to exert more social control on young women than young men. Young women said 
some women do not have easy access to information and other resources because their 
husbands do not allow them to attend community gatherings. Thus, family norms, structure 
and parental controls prevented some young women from accessing resources.
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Of all the young men and young women interviewed, only three young men expressed 
great interest in being professional farmers. All three were not married, had access to land 
and could earn personal income from farming activities. Unlike married young men and 
married young women who had to also consider food security crops, most single young 
men with access to land mainly focused on cash crops.

Education and training. Many of the young men and young women had dropped out 
of school and thus did not attend agriculture classes offered at school. There was a 
general agreement among the youth in Bungatira and Bobi sub-counties that the lack 
of education and knowledge affected their productivity and ability to provide enough 
food for their families.

Both young men and young women mentioned a lack of education and other entrepre-
neurial skills, like basic accounting and business management, as a critical barrier to access-
ing and managing loans. During an individual interview in Bungatira sub-county, a 25-year-old 
young man said, ‘loan applications require a lot of filling forms. Most of our youth are not 
educated and cannot do it’. Young people also mentioned that if young people had ‘life skills’, 
banks could consider these when assessing fitness for a loan instead of only assessing the 
asset base of the youth.

Additionally, many young people did not know how to control pests and diseases that 
affect sweetpotato or how to run an agricultural-related business. There was a consensus 
that it was not easy for young people to access information besides what they got from their 
elders. Many young people cannot seek information online because they do not have access 
to the internet. Many young people mentioned hearing about orange-fleshed sweetpotato 
(OFSP) on the radio. Nevertheless, the perception of some young people was that the radio 
did not provide in-depth information necessary for successful engagement in OFSP farming. 
A 24-year-old man from Bobi sub-county said that while information on the radio was good, 
visual demonstrations would improve his understanding because he wants ‘to see how 
exactly it is done’. This assertion highlights how the mode of learning is also an important 
consideration to ensure effective knowledge transfer. Of all the young people interviewed, 
only one young man, a 23-year-old from Bobi sub-county, said he had received information 
and advice from an extension officer who lives in his village.

However, a 23-year-old married woman in Bobi sub-county strongly felt that many young 
people did not actively seek knowledge because ‘they want everything to find them where 
they are’. She suggested that, although young people faced many limitations as a group, 
individual circumstances and agency were significant factors in determining individual out-
comes. In contrast, most young people indicated that individual agency could only be exer-
cised within limits. For instance, they mentioned that training was sometimes held in distant 
places that were not easily accessible to young people, especially young women who needed 
permission from husbands or family elders. Additionally, walking long distances to the district 
or sub-county offices to seek information did not always guarantee that you would get it, 
and the possibility of failing to get the information demotivated young people.

The significance of access to information and knowledge in influencing individual out-
comes was highlighted by young people who mentioned starting agribusinesses based on 
training that they had received. For example, some young women mentioned that they 
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started a sweetpotato business after receiving training and some vines from World Vision. 
New knowledge was also seen as necessary to drive the adoption of value-addition activities 
among the youth.

Social and economic status. Young men and young women in both districts mentioned 
that lack of employment limited their ability to accumulate savings and buy assets 
they could use to start an agricultural production enterprise. They also mentioned that 
it was difficult for them to access loans to buy land and other assets because they 
lacked collateral. It was also difficult for them to get loans from community savings 
groups on merit. This difficulty was because the youth had not accumulated trust in 
the community. In the case of sweetpotato, there were no credit lines for the crop 
because sweetpotato was mainly produced for home consumption.

Lack of access to loans also meant that young people who had land and were engaged 
in agriculture often failed to modernise their enterprise and improve efficiency. Loans were 
also not always perceived as the best option, especially in the absence of profitable agricul-
tural markets and insurance coverage in the event of losses caused by climate variability. 
Some youth in Bungatira and Bobi sub-counties indicated that although they could access 
loans from savings groups, they opted to use their savings to finance sweetpotato produc-
tion. Reluctance to use loans arose because sweetpotato markets were perceived as unre-
liable and could result in significant losses and failure to repay loans. Some young people 
who own land were afraid of using it as collateral for loans because, as one 23-year-old man 
in Bungatira sub-county stressed, ‘people only have land’, and if that land is taken away 
because of their failure to repay loans, they would be left with nothing. Many young people 
indicated that they used the few resources available to them, including, for example, their 
labour and rudimental tools such as hoes for digging and making mounds for the sweetpo-
tato, instead of using animal traction.

Access to resources varied among young people, resulting in a range of individual out-
comes. For instance, those with access to land were better positioned than those without 
since they did not need to raise money for hiring land. Those with access to labour-saving 
tools, such as animal traction, were also advantaged. Young men and young women with 
no access to labour-saving tools often mentioned that they would produce sweetpotato for 
income only if working in a group because making mounds was labour intensive and over-
whelming for an individual farmer.

One way of countering the limitations individuals faced was through collective agency. 
Collective agency, which often involved working in groups, improved young people’s access 
to resources and enhanced their participation in agribusiness. Therefore, it is also essential 
to explore collective agency as one of the factors influencing young people’s participation 
in agribusiness.

Collective agency: participation in farmer groups
Development agencies have often touted collective action groups as an opportunity to give 
farmers a voice. The same has also been suggested for young people. For example, in FGDs, 
young people often mentioned that they needed to be organised in groups to access finan-
cial services easily. The Development Finance Company of Uganda Bank (DFCU Bank) and 
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Post Bank were some of the organisations mentioned as offering loans to groups. The Gulu 
District local government also offered loans and support to youth groups through the Youth 
Livelihood Programme. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) – for example, World Vision –  
were also mentioned for organising youth into groups to ease access to agricultural inputs 
like seeds. There was a massive drive from the government and development agencies for 
young people to be engaged in collective action groups in order for them to access services. 
Some young people expressed their desire to join these collective action groups. Thus, it is 
necessary to outline some of the constraints young people face in farmer groups.

Participation in farmer groups seems to offer young people opportunities to access 
resources for agricultural production, but, for various reasons, many respondents did not 
belong to groups. Some said they were not invited to join or preferred to work alone: ‘group 
work always leaves you behind because some people are lazy and others first concentrate 
on their farms before the group work’ (24-year-old young man in IDI, Bobi sub-county). In 
FGDs, young men articulated their issues with farmer groups, which included those related 
to the structure of groups, power relations, social relationships and trust. They shared that 
young people are not voted into leadership positions, and, as a result, their ideas are often 
not considered by older members of the groups. Some young people felt they were used 
as tools with no equal benefit. Although young people could influence decisions, this 
depended on how rich they were: ‘If you are rich, you can influence decisions because if a 
rich member withdraws from the group, it will be affected’ (young man, FGD, Bobi sub-county).

Further, only mature members of the groups (mostly group leaders) were invited to 
attend training. Also, corruption, for example, inflated costs of inputs or financial misman-
agement, had corroded development groups. Corruption led to mistrust amongst the 
members. Coupled with this, the host youth farmer was responsible for providing meals to 
fellow members after working in his/her field, which some youth found financially con-
straining. Conflict of interest resulting from divergent individual needs was also mentioned 
as a significant obstacle to group coherence.

It was mentioned at all male FGDs that young women’s groups do not face similar 
challenges to young men’s groups because women are trustworthy. In group discussions, 
young women mentioned that they elected trustworthy members, opened bank 
accounts to keep their money safe and used by-laws to guide them. Nevertheless, many 
of the issues faced by young men were also mentioned by young women, including 
poor management of funds and corruption, and members failing to service loans and 
‘disappearing’. In an interview, one young woman added a gender-specific issue. She 
said she is not in any farming group because her husband does not allow her to associate 
with others.

In addition, perceptions of external agencies and service providers about youth were 
often unfavourable. For example, young people were regarded as highly mobile and some-
times not trustworthy enough compared to older people. Thus, groups with young people 
alone sometimes faced challenges when accessing some loan products.

Young people stressed the need for equality within groups so that all views are respected, 
group by-laws are followed, and action is taken against defaulters. Some felt that young 
people should be in their own groups to minimise conflicts of interest because they face 
similar challenges. However, other young people appreciated the presence of older people 
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who had the experience to contribute to significant decisions such as drafting the group 
constitution.

Promoting young people’s participation in sweetpotato production and related 
businesses: suggestions by young men and young women

Local governments, NGOs and development banks have supported various youth groups 
interested in farming by providing loans and technical advice. However, study participants 
perceived that much more could be done to promote youth engagement in agriculture and 
sweetpotato production in particular. The suggestions included improving access to infor-
mation and knowledge through establishing information centres, training youth at locations 
that are more accessible to both young men and young women, and nurturing youth leaders 
and role models to guide others. The youth also suggested that exposing young people to 
new technologies through exchange visits would help improve their knowledge.

Some suggested solutions focused on marketing strategies; for example, (1) organising 
group marketing to improve access to bigger markets outside Gulu; (2) introducing improved 
and more marketable OFSP varieties; (3) better packaging, diversification and marketing/
awareness campaigns; (4) strengthening producer–buyer linkages; and (5) training in 
post-harvest processing and marketing. Young people also suggested improving access to 
land by introducing better government policies aimed at minimising the selling of land and 
empowering committees at the parish level to resolve land-related disputes. Improving 
physical infrastructures such as irrigation and roads was also considered a way to make 
marketing and production more efficient.

Young people also suggested that improving their access to start-up loans and training 
them in managing their finances would enable them to save and invest in assets such as 
land and equipment. Promoting gender equality by challenging existing gender norms 
was also seen as critical to ensure that women also have power over the sale of agricultural 
products. Gender equality could also be promoted by teaching boy children at an early 
age that it is acceptable for boys to sell sweetpotatoes. Improving farming technologies 
was also mentioned as a big motivator for youth to participate in sweetpotato production 
and agribusiness. Some suggested solutions that focused on empowering young people, 
including organising them so that they demand the kind of services that they need. All 
these suggestions were seen as ways of promoting youth interest in agricultural enterprises.

Discussion

The above findings demonstrate that national/community context and individual circum-
stances significantly impact young people’s engagement in sweetpotato production and 
agribusiness. Individual agency and collective agency play an important role in influencing 
individual and collective outcomes. These factors interact in such complex ways that there 
is a need for a multi-pronged approach to promoting young people’s engagement in 
agricultural production and agribusiness. In addition, it is essential to consider that, as 
Leavy and Smith state, young people are ‘current members of society, not just citizens of 
the future’, and also exist ‘in a state of being and not just becoming’ (2010, 5). Therefore, 
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any intervention requires a proper consideration of the current practical needs of the 
youth as well as future needs and aspirations. Interventions also need to consider the 
entire value chain – primary production, value addition and input and output markets – 
since success at each node is highly dependent on the performance of the nodes that 
come before and after. For instance, in cases where resources for primary production are 
available, expanding sweetpotato production is hindered by the lack of markets for 
fresh roots.

Interventions should also be context-specific (Acosta et al. 2021) and consider various 
factors such as age, gender, marital status, level of education and social class that intersect 
to influence individual and group participation in agricultural production and related busi-
nesses. The intersection of these factors has an impact on young people’s agency and their 
economic outcomes.

Although promoting young people’s engagement in agricultural production and agri-
business is difficult, a study by Kristensen and Birch-Thomsen (2013) demonstrates that 
success is possible. They found that in some parts of Zambia, when young people considered 
their prospects of success higher in rural areas than in urban areas, they tended to remain 
in rural areas where they engaged in agriculture and other enterprises to earn a living. Other 
studies have shown that young people in SSA can be attracted to agriculture if barriers 
inhibiting their remunerable engagement are eased (Mulema et al. 2021). Indeed, some 
initiatives to involve young people in agribusiness have yielded success. For instance, efforts 
to commercialise the dairy and horticultural subsectors, coupled with innovative technol-
ogies, have yielded ‘pockets’ of success (Moran 2019; Coninx et al. 2020). In the sweetpotato 
subsector, young men and young women are increasingly visible in processing and val-
ue-addition enterprises. In Uganda, youth have been gainfully employed in the sweetpotato 
silage chain through silage processing and marketing (Kabirizi et al. 2017; Lukuyu et al. 2017). 
It is through this view that successful interventions are possible that the following discussion 
engages with the various factors influencing and shaping youth participation in sweetpotato 
production and agribusiness in Uganda – a country that, according to Martiniello (2015), is 
often considered the potential breadbasket of Africa. This discussion explores how challenges 
that young people face could be addressed practically. The section also considers study 
participants’ suggestions on how to promote young people’s participation in sweetpotato 
production and related businesses.

Access to land, markets, knowledge and information

Study participants indicated that policies promoting young people’s access to land were 
important for improving their participation in primary production. While these policies are 
necessary, it is critical to acknowledge that Uganda is experiencing land shortages (Losch 
2016; Ripoll et al. 2017). Therefore, increasing agricultural production can no longer rely on 
area expansion. In Asia, increasing land pressure was met with technological change, which 
‘increased total agricultural output, and land and labour productivity, despite shrinking farm 
size’ (Ripoll et al. 2017, 170). Introducing relevant technologies could also work in Uganda 
and other African countries.

Introducing new technologies would require greater youth participation because the 
youth are potentially more adaptable to change since they can learn new farming 
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technologies faster than their older counterparts. The youth are also keen on employing 
improved and modern technologies to increase productivity (Goemans 2014). Indeed, the 
study respondents suggested training in new resource-efficient technologies as one of the 
ways to promote their engagement in agriculture. Therefore, the youth can be targeted 
with smart technologies such as rapid vine multiplication and improved high-yielding and 
fast-maturing cultivars, which would also strategically enable them to capture more remu-
nerative sweetpotato vines and root markets (Lukonge et al. 2015). These new farming tech-
nologies would require substantial equipment, research and training investments. Careful 
attention would also need to be paid during the design processes to consider context-spe-
cific needs and differences in gender and level of education among young people.

In addition to primary production, attention also needs to be paid to value addition. For 
instance, the support offered to youth in the form of loans by the Gulu and Omoro Districts’ 
local governments through the Youth Livelihood Programme could focus more on value 
addition rather than mostly the production, buying and selling of primary products as is 
currently the case (Gulu District Local Government 2019). The value-added products would, 
in turn, create demand for sweetpotato roots and related sweetpotato products (Sindi, Kirimi, 
and Low 2013).

Increased production and processing would need to be matched with increased access 
to markets. Gulu and Omoro districts are located near the border with southern Sudan, which 
has become a major trading route for agricultural commodities (Mugonola and Baliddawa 
2015). With adequate support from the government and private partners, the farming com-
munity in these two districts could potentially ‘tap into this emerging market through 
increased agricultural production, collective marketing techniques, bulking and value addi-
tion to their primary products’ (Mugonola and Baliddawa 2015, 123). The youth could act as 
middle persons between their communities and market centres. In rural settings such as 
Gulu and Omoro districts, searching for markets often involves travelling long distances on 
foot, bicycles or motorcycles because of the poor roads and transport systems. Youth are 
generally more suited for this than older people because of their greater mobility, energy 
and resilience.

Policies would also need to target the provision of infrastructure in order to improve the 
entire value chain’s efficiency. For instance, improving road networks and the transport 
system could potentially reduce labour, transport and storage costs, and improve efficiency 
in production and marketing. Better infrastructure could also lead to improved access to 
information and knowledge through increased networking by both physical and digi-
tal means.

These interventions would need to be strengthened by training young people and pro-
moting the better organisation of young entrepreneurs and sweetpotato farmers to enhance 
economies of scale throughout the value chain. In many developing countries, training and 
‘access to information and education is often worse in rural areas than in urban areas’ 
(Goemans 2014, 2). Many study respondents had dropped out of school at the primary or 
secondary level. Studies have shown a link between basic numeracy and literacy skills and 
improved farmers’ livelihoods (Goemans 2014). Formal primary and secondary education 
can equip young people with basic numeracy and literacy and introduce them to farming 
as a business. Tertiary agriculture and non-formal education, including vocational training 
and extension services, can provide youth with more specific agricultural and related 
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knowledge (Goemans 2014). Thus, interventions to reduce school drop-out rates would help 
improve young people’s participation in agricultural businesses. Setting up rural information 
centres could also help improve access to modern information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs).

In many parts of the world, agriculture is often seen as a last resort for underachievers. It 
is thus not prioritised, leading to poor development of agricultural curricula or not offering 
the subject at all (Goemans 2014). Indeed, in many parts of Africa, it is common practice in 
schools and households to use agricultural activities as a punishment, an attitude that harms 
the aspirations of rural youth (Goemans 2014). As a result, there is a need for more consid-
erable effort in transforming the way young people view careers in agriculture, through, for 
example, highlighting potential role models and success stories.

When suggesting measures to help promote young people’s engagement in sweetpotato 
production and business, young people in Gulu and Omoro mentioned training in post-har-
vest utilisation, such as making OFSP products, as well as business skills training. Indeed, 
acquiring new skills could broaden their opportunities along agricultural value chains and 
improve their business acumen, which is necessary for the sustainability of agricultural enter-
prises through effective decision-making.

An important issue raised by study participants is how support is provided to young 
people, especially the emphasis by government and development institutions on supporting 
young people working in groups. Although youth groups provide a significant entry point 
in youth interventions, it may be beneficial to consider that assistance could also target 
individual young people with proven potential.

Power hierarchies and decision-making

Young people need to be involved in household, community, and national decision-making 
processes to have a greater sense of ownership of the projects in which they are engaged. 
Young people in this study expressed their desire to be more involved in decision-making 
processes so that their needs are considered and that they do not feel like mere ‘tools’ of the 
older adults.

For many young people in rural Gulu and Omoro, especially young women, the lack of 
power to make decisions on the use of land, produce and income earned from produce is a 
critical issue that acts as a barrier to gainful engagement in agriculture. Many young people 
exercise tactical agency by looking for opportunities outside of the family setting, which are 
often in the form of short-term low-income casual labour but are still considered worthwhile 
because they offer more control over income. Given greater access to land, power to make 
decisions over their produce, and the ability to exercise strategic agency, some young people 
would be interested in engaging in agriculture as a livelihood option.

Gender and intersectional identities

Although all young people in the study exercise their agency under constrained conditions 
that limit what they can achieve, young women were at a more significant disadvantage. 
For example, unlike young men, they were under the control of their husbands or their 
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families, making it difficult for them to take advantage of opportunities. Thus, for young 
women to be able to express their agency, there is a need for commitment from various 
stakeholders, including government, NGOs and local authorities or leaders, to challenge 
gender norms. For young women to have a greater ability to define their goals and act upon 
them, there is a need for supportive policies and practices on issues such as access to land, 
loans, education, training and other resources.

Effective considerations of gender and intersectional identities would lead to a mix of 
targeted interventions. For example, unmarried young women face more challenges in 
accessing land, which means their opportunities could be away from the land but along the 
sweetpotato value chain. In contrast, divorced young women with children have better 
access to land and could, therefore, be targeted with land-based solutions.

Conclusion

This paper sought to discuss and understand factors influencing young men’s and young 
women’s engagement in sweetpotato production and agribusiness to promote their par-
ticipation in sweetpotato and other agricultural value chains. The paper focused on the Gulu 
and Omoro districts, where young people still feel the impact of the two-decades-long war 
in Northern Uganda. The war resulted in the loss of land access, making it difficult for youth 
to engage in agribusiness. In addition, generational power relations and gendered social 
norms that govern how young men and young women in the community behave, and the 
entitlements they have in relation to accessing socio-economic resources, also impact young 
men’s and young women’s participation in agribusiness. The complex interactions among 
national/community contexts and individual circumstances require adopting a multi-
pronged approach when promoting the participation of young people in agribusiness. 
Young people’s successful engagement in agribusiness calls for proactive encouragement 
and support from their peers, community elders, government institutions, private institu-
tions, and development and other organisations. With support in the form of, for example, 
access to land, new technologies, equipment, markets and finance, youth in Gulu and Omoro 
districts may be able to take advantage of the increasing demand for food and farm products, 
including sweetpotato, in national and regional markets. Better organisation of youth groups 
could enhance economies of scale throughout production and marketing processes, reduce 
risk and transaction costs, and improve access to resources such as funding. Additionally, 
the provision of public goods, including infrastructure, research, information, education and 
capacity building, would go a long way in reducing risks, thus opening up spaces for youth 
to participate more efficiently and effectively in sweetpotato production and agribusinesses. 
In all this, young women would require more targeted interventions since they are at a more 
considerable disadvantage than young men in terms of employment, education, and access 
to information, land, and finance.
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