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Abstract 

During the last years, policymakers and development-practitioners focused heavily on making farming 
more attractive for the rural youth in Africa. To reach this goal, different actions are proposed, often 
emphasizing the need for modern farming and information and communication technologies. These 
proposed actions are mostly based on anecdotes and prior policy beliefs, but not on empirical evidence 
since scientists have largely neglected this topic. This paper aims to contribute to a deeper 
understanding of the aspirations and perceptions of young people and therefore to the formulation of 
policy actions that fit these aspirations. Two research methods were used to explore the aspirations 
and perceptions of rural youth: interviews and drawing exercises, a novel method in this context that 
allows for both a qualification and quantification of aspirations. The results show that rural youth have 
very diverse opinions and aspirations. In contrast to the literature, young people were found to reflect 
carefully about the positive and negative sides of farming, rural and urban life, and of foreign countries. 
Imagining their future farm, young people mostly envisioned using draught animals and having 
electricity (which explaining the reference to bulls and bulbs in the title of this paper). In addition, the 
young people aspired to greater farm diversity and applying more fertilizer. Few respondents 
mentioned the use of modern technologies such as tractors, and none mentioned ICTs. While it is 
difficult to generalize our results, the findings suggest that policymakers and development- 
practitioners need to pay more attention to the actual aspirations of the rural youth to avoid well-
intended but misguided policies.  

 
Keywords: Aspirations; rural youth; evidence-based policy making; youth bulge; rural-urban-
migration; agricultural development 
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1 Introduction 

In the international development community, there is a strong narrative that “the rural youth” in 
developing countries find farming unattractive and therefore opt out of farming when possible (Leavy 
& Hossain, 2014; Sumberg et al., 2017).1 This perception has sparked much concern recently with 
growing evidence of a youth bulge in numerous developing countries, many of whom are located in 
Africa (Ahmed, 2016; Evoh, 2012; Sommers, 2011). Based on the projected need to generate millions 
of new employment and income opportunities and the perceived bad reputation of agriculture, the 
need to make farming more absorptive and attractive for young people has received much attention. 
To make farming more attractive, policymakers and development actors have formulated different 
propositions. The propositions range from promoting modern technologies such as tractors (e.g., 
Mrema et al., 2008; O’Leary, 2017; Sims et al., 2016), information and communication technologies 
(CTA, 2016; FAO, 2017; FARA, 2017; Irungu et al, 2015), and secure access to land (Bezu & Holden, 
2014; Jayne et al., 2014; White, 2012) to seeing farming as a business (FAO, 2014). Some propositions 
go beyond the nature of farming and emphasize the need for the setup of rural areas to change, for 
example, through infrastructure development (Sumberg et al., 2017; Porter et al., 2010; White, 2012).  

Yet, while the first part of the “youth finds farming unattractive” narrative is echoed in studies 
suggesting resentment of the youth against farming as such or under current conditions (Leavy & 
Hossain, 2014; White, 2012), the second part of the narrative on the proposed actions has received 
limited scientific attention (Anyidoho et al., 2012; Sumberg et al., 2012). The limited evidence base 
was already highlighted by the World Development Report 2007 on “Development and the Next 
Generation” (World Bank, 2006). The report is one of the few exemptions that give a voice to (rural) 
youth, but its underlying data dates back to the early 2000s; since then, the world has witnessed new 
trends such as the spread of mobile phones. More recently, Leavy and Hossain (2014) highlighted the 
role of status aspirations and risks for the formulation of perceptions about farming. In Ghana, 
Sumberg et al. (2017) found that young people have very diverse perceptions of farming and rural life, 
some of which are not reflected by the prevailing orthodoxies on how to make farming more attractive. 
These noteworthy exemptions contribute to a slowly growing literature but cannot hide the lack of 
empirical evidence on the aspirations of the rural youth in Africa.2 

Given these research gaps, the proposed actions to make farming more attractive for young people 
are rarely based on empirical evidence. Instead, stakeholders rely on narratives and storylines based 
on anecdotes (Sumberg et al., 2012). These narratives and storylines may be purposely or accidentally 
selected based on prior ideas and policy beliefs (Anyidoho et al., 2012; Birner & Mockshell, 2015). To 
put it differently: while some propositions to make farming more attractive may echo the views of the 
youth, the lack of empirical research has created the opportunity to misuse the youth. Today, we often 
find sentences starting with “the youth need” and ending with anything. In some cases this may be 
done to promote specific agendas. For example, the MasterCard Foundation claims that the youth 
want access to rural finance (Alemayehu & van der Drift, 2015) and machinery-conglomerate AGCO 
(2017) argues that farming needs to be more mechanized.  

In addition to the nature of farming, the aspirations and future behaviours of the rural youth have also 
been discussed with regard to migration – both within countries and abroad. It has been argued that 
young people are pushed away from agriculture, for example, because of lacking access to land. 
Besides being pushed, they are said to be pulled away from agriculture, by being attracted to urban life 
and life abroad. While the connotation of an automatic, push-and-pull-based flow of the youth to one 
direction (away from agriculture) seems questionable, young people are likely to formulate their 

                                                           
1 This is not a new phenomenon. Already in the 1960s and 1970s researchers discussed the extent to which 
young people aspire urban over rural life (see Leavy & Hossain, 2014).  
2 This is in contrast to other continents. For example, there are several studies on the youth in India (e.g., 
Bhanuv, 2006; Hari et al., 2013)   
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aspirations and perceptions based on the attractiveness of agriculture vis-à-vis urban areas and foreign 
countries. In brief, the youth reflects and manoeuvres according to their geographical, socio-economic 
and policy opportunity space – a term coined by Sumberg and Okali (2013), Sumberg et al. (2012) and 
Leavy and Smith (2010).  Based on the nature of this space and the ability to use the space (depending 
on knowledge and skills, social networks, gender and risk-attitudes), the youth forms their aspirations 
and perceptions.  

This paper aims at contributing to a deeper understanding of the aspirations and perceptions of young 
people in developing countries, particular in rural Africa. The paper argues that a better understanding 
of the youth is key to formulate policies and programmes that better fit with the actual aspirations and 
perceptions of the youth - and thus make farming truly attractive. In brief, the paper aims at providing 
evidence for a highly contested debate by giving the rural youth a voice. To do so the paper explores 
different aspects that are effecting their aspirations and perceptions. How do young people think 
about rural areas? How do they think about farming and their future farm? What do they think about 
urban life and the life abroad? To answer these questions, in-depth interviews with 53 young people 
from rural areas of the Eastern Province of Zambia were conducted. In addition to this, a novel method 
was applied in this context: drawing exercises, a technique that can be used as a qualitative, and 
potentially also as a quantitative research tool. To organise the drawing exercises, students in two rural 
schools were asked to freely draw about different topics, for example, how they envision their future 
farm. The exercise yielded 115 drawings.  

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2, describes the research design. It first discusses existing 
methods to explore aspirations and then introduces the combination of methods that was used in this 
research, namely interviews and the drawing exercises. The results are presented in section 3, distilling 
four major themes with regard to the aspiration of young people. The results are discussed in section 
4 and section 5 concludes the work.  
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2 Research design and methods 

This study aims at exploring the aspirations of young people. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 
aspiration as ‘a hope or ambition to achieve something’3. In the past years, a growing body of literature 
has focused on the effects of aspirations on actual achievements with regard to rural development – 
but with no specific focus on youth. These studies mostly found positive relations between aspirations 
and actual achievements (Beaman et al., 2012; Bernard & Taffesse, 2014; Bernard et al., 2015). Yet, 
how to best measure aspirations has been continuously debated and different research groups have 
used different proxies to do so. For example, Beaman et al. (2012) used four questions to measure the 
level of aspirations: desired educational achievements, desired age of marriage, preferred occupation 
at the age of 25, and whether the parents wished for the child to become chief councillor (pradhan). 
Other researchers have used indicators based on different methods such as depression scales 
(Macours & Vakis, 2009), the locus of control – a measure of whether own success/failure is perceived 
to depend on oneself or others (Bernard et al., 2011), income aspirations (Knight & Gunatilaka, 2012) 
and feelings about the future and goals (Bernard & Taffesse, 2014).  

All of these approaches have been criticized. For example, the questions on preferred occupation used 
by Beaman et al. (2012) are ambiguous as respondents stating farmer as their preferred occupation 
may have highly diverging aspirations. Some of the critiques have been addressed. For example, the 
concern about anchoring, wording and scale dependence biases (Bernard & Taffesse, 2014) were 
addressed by two studies (Bernard & Taffesse, 2014 in Ethiopia and Kosec et al., 2014 in Pakistan). 
These studies used visual scales to measure different dimension of aspirations (income, wealth, 
education and social status), taking into account average levels in the communities of the respondents. 
Asking respondents first about reasonable minimum and maximum levels of each dimension helped 
the authors to reduce anchoring effects.   

All of the above mentioned methods have been highly useful to derive proxies for levels of aspirations. 
This has allowed researchers to link aspirations with actual outcome variables (such as technology 
adoption). While this has led to important insights (i.e. on the importance of aspirations for technology 
adoption), using such indicator-based approaches provides limited information about the nature of 
the aspirations themselves. With regard to the above mentioned definition of aspirations from the 
Oxford English Dictionary (as ‘a hope or ambition to achieve something’), these approaches provide 
proxies for the strengths of a hope or ambition, but no evidence on what people aspire and how they 
want to achieve this (the something). From the perspective of policymakers, such quantitative 
assessments of aspirations may thus lack directions for guidance. For example, levels of aspirations 
may show policymakers that young people aim for a high level of wealth but this provides no guidance 
on the aspired pathways of agricultural development and what agriculture needs to look like to be 
attractive. Also, it is questionable to which extent the above described methods can be used to assess 
the aspirations of young people. For example, it is questionable whether young respondents can 
realistically assess the minimum and maximum level of income and wealth in their communities (as 
done by Bernard & Taffesse, 2014 and Kosec et al., 2014).  

We therefore propose a novel method to explore aspirations in this context: the use of future-oriented 
drawings exercises (see 2.1.). Drawing exercises can be used both as qualitative and quantitative 
research tools, thereby generating insights into what young people aspire and how much they aspire 
(levels). We organized four drawing exercises and obtained 115 drawings. We complemented this 
method with 53 qualitative in-depth interviews (see 2.2.). Both methods were applied in different 
districts of the Eastern Province of rural Zambia (see 2.3.). Combining these two methods allowed us 
to triangulate the collected data and to obtain a much broader perspective than each of the single 
methods would have allowed for on its own (see 2.4.).  

                                                           
3 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/aspiration  

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/aspiration
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2.1 Drawings  

To facilitate the exploration of the young people’s aspirations, we organized four drawing exercises. 
The use of drawings has long been used by psychologists, for example, to talk with traumatized 
children in post-war situations (Mitchell et al., 2011). More recently, the use of drawings has received 
some attention by social scientists, again with a strong focus on exploring delicate topics, for example 
to give a voice to victims of violence, to homeless children and to AIDS-orphans (DiCarlo et al., 2000; 
Malindi & Theron, 2011; Laren, 2011). The studies use different techniques; for example to better 
understand how children see themselves, they were asked to draw themselves in the rain (Glewwe et 
al., 2017).4 The use of drawings is not constrained to delicate topics, however, and drawings may also 
be used to explore aspiration of young people. For example Chamber et al. (2018) have used drawings 
to study which careers children aspire.  

Using drawing exercises instead of face to face interviews and focus group discussions has several 
advantages, some of which may be more pronounced in rural areas of developing countries. In Zambia, 
due to cultural norms and education, both children and teenagers have a lot of respect of older people 
as well as authorities and may not feel free to express themselves in an interview with a researcher or 
in a focus group together with several other children. Facing an entirely blank page with only one 
objective (to draw freely on a certain topic) allows respondents to draw and think slowly about 
aspirations and dreams – without being guard-railed by questions and/or intimidated by the presence 
of the researchers, which may be particularly relevant for shy children (see also Chambers et al., 2018; 
Einarsdottir et al., 2009). Einarsdottir et al. (2009) note the difference in answers when children are 
asked to draw as compared to when they are asked in interviews. While Einarsdottir focus on children 
aged 4–6 years, their findings may still be relevant for older children and youth. In addition, using 
drawing exercises makes it possible to “access those elusive hard-to-put-into-words aspects of 
knowledge that might otherwise remain hidden or ignored” (Weber, 2008, p. 44). The potential of 
visual methods to help unearth overlooked perspectives has also been discovered by participatory 
action researchers using photo-voice and participatory videos (Shaw, 2017). Shaw (2017) even argues 
that such visual methods empower participants. Lastly, drawings are a “visible proof of research 
findings” (Mitchell et al., 2011).   

We organized the drawing exercises in collaboration with primary schools in Eastern Zambia (see 2.3.). 
The school children were given sheets of papers and coloured-pencils. They were allowed to choose 
one or more of the following three topics: 

1) How do you imagine your future farm/your own farm in 10 years’ time? 

2) How do you imagine town/city life? 

3) How do you imagine the life in other countries? 

 
To explain these topics, no examples were provided, so as to avoid influencing the children. Instead, 
children were encouraged to think and draw freely whatever came to their mind. We emphasized that 
there was no “right” or “wrong” in this exercise. The children were also reassured that they did not 
need to worry about the quality of the drawings and that the focus would be on the content only. 
Children were then given two hours to complete their drawings. 63 students drew topic 1; 40 students 
picked topic 2; and 12 students choose topic 3. After the completion of the tasks, we conducted 
individual follow-up interviews to clarify the meaning and origin of some aspects of the drawings and 
ask additional background questions related to the drawings, some of which went beyond the 
individual drawing. Given the large quantity of drawings, we could only do follow-up interviews with a 

                                                           
4 These drawings are assessed based on, for example, whether the children drew themselves using an 
umbrella, smiling, whether the sun was still shining etc. (see Glewwe et al., 2017). 
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selection of the children. For the analyses, we coded the drawings into different themes (see also 
Table 2). 

2.2 Interviews 

In total, 53 young people were interviewed. The interviews were structured around four main themes. 
First, respondents were asked questions about how they perceive farming. They were also asked to 
reflect on how to address the challenges of farming. The second theme focused on rural areas. In the 
third topic, they were asked to reflect about city life. For the fourth theme, they were asked different 
question about their perceptions of foreign countries. Questions were asked without prompting any 
answers, but respondents were encouraged to further explain their views. To encourage reflections 
and obtain clear statements, respondents were asked follow-up-questions like: “You told us about the 
good and bad sides of villages and towns. In ten years, where would you rather want to life? Why?” 

2.3 Study Sites and Participants 

For the study, we worked with young people in the Eastern Province in Zambia. The agricultural sector 
of the Eastern Province is dominated by smallholder farmers. On average, farmers cultivate 2.3 ha of 
land (IARPI, 2016). Owned or hired tractors are used by 1 % of the households; 57 % use animal 
traction; and the remaining farm households use hand tools (IAPRI, 2016). The use of fertilizers is 
common but few households have access to herbicides and improved seeds (IAPRI, 2016). Both land 
and labour productivity are low. As a result, the average household income is low and 90 % of the rural 
population live on less than 1.25 US$/day (IARPI, 2016). In 2010, the net primary school attendance 
rate was 55 % in rural areas (CSO, 2014).  

The study was conducted in three different communities in two districts of the Eastern Province 
(Vubwi, Chipata), which differ in terms of rural infrastructure and distance to towns. In the three 
communities, we conducted interviews with 53 young people aged between 9 and 20. In addition to 
the interviews, drawing exercises were conducted with two primary schools in the Eastern Provinces 
(Chinjala Basic School and Kambwatike Primary/Basic School). In each of the schools, two drawing 
exercises with two different classes, grade 8 and grade 9 were held (see Section 2.2.). The age of the 
participating students ranged from 13 to 20.  

2.4 Quality assurance 

To ensure scientific rigour we followed the standards of qualitative research (see, e.g., Bitsch 2005). 
Different research methods were applied, i.e. interviews and drawing exercises to ensure credibility 
and confirmability (methodological triangulation). The interviews with the young people were done 
until a point of saturation was reached (persistent observations). The findings were discussed with 
research peers (peer debriefing). The emerging findings from the drawing exercises were also 
discussed with research participants (the children) and experts (member checks). No ethical concerns 
were raised for this study. 
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3 Results 

Table 1 provides an overview of frequent perspectives that emerged during both the interviews and 
drawing exercises. It shows that “the youth” has competing views on farming, rural and urban life, and 
on foreign countries. In many cases, these views were forwarded by the same respondents suggesting 
that they have a nuanced understanding on the positive as well as the negative aspects of farming, 
rural and urban life, and foreign countries. In other cases, respondents emphasized either positive or 
negative aspects. This section elaborates on the perceived positive and negative sides of all themes in 
detail by referring to representative statements from respondents themselves, and by showing 
examples from the drawing exercises. Section 3.1 details the perceptions of the youth towards farming 
and their own future. This section is only based on the conducted interviews. Section 3.2 shows how 
the respondents envision their future farm, based on input from both the interviews and the drawing 
exercises. Sections 3.3 and 3.4 highlight different perspectives about rural and urban life and foreign 
countries, respectively, again providing examples from the interviews and the drawing exercises.  

Table 1: Overview of positive and negative perspectives 

Perspectives Farming Rural life Urban Life Foreign countries 

Positive  Farming as 
rewarding and a 
way to be 
independent, 
especially to have 
good food. Some 
activities are joyful 
(e.g., harvesting). 

Rural life is 
characterized by 
a large degree of 
independence 
and social-
embeddedness.  
 

Access to amenities 
such as hospitals, 
shopping malls, 
electricity. 
Perception that 
people do not work 
or do only easy 
work.  

Access to good 
education, health 
care and roads. 

Negative Farming is labour-
intensive, does not 
guarantee a regular 
income, is risky 
and depends on 
rainfall patterns. 

Rural life lacks 
amenities of 
urban areas such 
as tarmac roads, 
shopping malls, 
and electricity.  

Urban life is 
dangerous and bad. 
It is characterized 
by accidents, 
pollution, thieves, 
and drunkards. 
“Satanism” is 
widespread. 

Foreign countries 
are dangerous, 
characterized by 
hunger, human 
trafficking, and 
civil wars.  
 

3.1 Perceptions about farming 

What do young people think about farming? Some of the respondent statements fit to the widespread 
discourse that rural youth find farming unattractive and thus provide a dark picture of farming. Farming 
is portrayed as a labour-intensive and burdensome occupation with little reward. These statements 
describe farming as not guaranteeing a regular income. In addition, they highlight the risky nature of 
farming, especially due to the dependence on fluctuating rainfall patterns. This negative perspective 
can be illustrated by the following statements: 

“All the farming jobs are so hard. You can easily get a leathery (sic!) age.” (Noah, 17) 

“There is nothing good in farming. When I winnow a lot of dusts get into my lungs.”(Esther, 17) 

“Other professions are assured of salary. Farming is seasonal and depends on rain.” (Adam, 16) 
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However, this view was neither the only nor the dominating perspective among the young people. 
Many respondents actually claimed to enjoy farm life and work and described farming as a profitable 
business. Their statements reflected a sense of pride to be farmers, of working on one’s own land and 
close to nature. While being positive about farming, these statements are not blind to the challenges 
associated with farming, as the following examples show: 

“Working on field the whole day is tiresome, especially during ploughing and weeding time. 
But the harvesting comes with so much joy and the food helps us against hunger. (Esau, 17) 

“I enjoy farming, it feels nice to plant and to work at home. Only ridging is difficult. I never 
considered doing something else than farming. I want to be rich with farming.” (Helene, 14) 

“I like all farming activities and will continue. Through farming I find food and energy to work 
again.” (Friday, 19) 

 
For some (but not all) respondents who highlighted negative aspects of farming (such as the drudgery 
and riskiness associated with farming), strong aspirations to leave farming and/or rural areas were 
expressed. Typically, respondents told about their desire to get government-jobs such as becoming 
nurses, teachers and police officers. While some respondents highlighted the nature of these 
occupations as reasons for their attractiveness (e.g. to become a nurse to help sick people), most of 
the respondents highlighted that these occupations are attractive because they allow for a regular and 
assured salary, which they may use for farming or to support their family as the following statements 
show: 

“I want to work as a police officer. Then I can hire people who can work for me or a tractor. 
And I can buy more fertilizer. (Alik, 14)  

“I want to be a nurse and farm at the same time. With my salary I can support my family as 
well.” (Esther, 17) 

 
While many young people thought that government-jobs are readily available, some reflected critically 
about their chances to get one of these jobs. For these respondents it was clear that finding publically 
paid work depends on good grades in school. This was evident in the following statements: 

“I want to work with the government. Maybe a nurse to help the poor. Then I am paid monthly. 
I only stay in village if I will not be educated.” (Lozi, 16) 

 “I will see how I will perform. If I do well, I will become a teacher or doctor or police officer. If 
not I will continue farming.” (Noah, 17) 

3.2  Perceptions and Aspirations on the Future Farm 

The young people were also asked about how they envision their “future farm/their farm in 10 years”, 
both as a question during the in-depth interviews and as a task during the drawing exercises. During 
the interviews, most of the respondents envisioned owning draught animals, some of them because 
they would like to cultivate more land. In contrast, owning tractors was rarely mentioned. The 
following answer to a follow-up question sheds light on why tractors were not mentioned: 

“Animals can do all activities, ploughing, and ridging, weeding and even transport. Tractors 
just use fuel and stand around. (Josifine, 15) 

 
Another frequently mentioned aspect during the interviews was the purchase of additional fertilizers. 
Moreover, some respondents stated that they would like to buy a bicycle for transporting goods. The 
access to agricultural finance or ICT tools was not mentioned.  
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The results from the drawing exercises largely echo the answers from the interviews but some aspects 
were new. Table 2 shows the frequency of certain themes from the drawing exercise and from the 
stand-alone interviews. For this purpose, we coded the drawing with regard to certain categories.  

Table 2: Frequency (%) of themes during drawing exercises  

  

Frequency (%) of 
themes during drawing 

exercises (n=63) 

Frequency (%) of 
themes during 

interviews (n=53) 

Category Total Males Female Total Males Female 

Farm Diversity       
Cash Crops 71 29 43 17 10 8 

Fruits 22 2 21 17 2 15 

Vegetables 40 13 27 15 2 13 

Trees 37 14 22 19 4 15 

Animal Husbandry       
Chicken 44 16 29 10 2 8 

Donkeys 2 0 2 0 0 0 

Pigs 8 5 3 13 6 8 

Goats 11 8 3 19 9 9 

Cows 40 22 17 21 9 11 

Land Expansion 2 0 2 38 23 15 

More Inputs 0 0 0 45 34 11 

Farm Technology       
Hand Tools 16 3 13 0 0 0 

Animal Traction 44 25 19 49 30 19 

Machinery/Tractors 6 5 2 9 6 4 

Means of Transportation       
Bicycle 6 3 3 6 4 2 

Ox Cart 2 0 2 0 0 0 

Motorbike 2 2 0 0 0 0 

Car/Van 24 14 10 6 4 2 

Improved living standard       
Upgraded House 86 37 49 45 21 25 

Electricity 13 8 5 8 6 2 

Phone/TV 10 5 5 11 8 4 

Water-pump/Tap 49 19 30 15 8 8 

Note: Frequency from a total of 63 drawings and a total of 53 interviews. Please note that the numbers are 
rounded so that we do not suggest a false level of accuracy. This leads to an accumulating rounding error and 
the total is not always exactly the sum of males and females.  

 
As shown in Table 2, farm diversity was one of the most frequent themes drawn by the students when 
asked to envision their “future farm”. Gender played a role with regard to some of the aspirations. For 
example 21% (27%) of the females drew fruits (vegetables) as compared to 2% (13%) of the males. 
Table 2 also depicts the desire to use animal traction (44%) as compared to using tractors (2%). This 
confirms the results from the interview sessions. With regard to living standards, better housing (86%) 
and access to one’s own water-source (49%) was more frequently drawn than access to electricity 
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(13%) and media devices (10%). In regard to water-pumps we see gendered differences in that they 
were more often drawn by girls.   

The frequency of themes mentioned during the interviews differs from the frequency of themes drawn 
by the students. First, the frequency of most themes is much lower. This was due to the nature of the 
semi-structured interviews, during which respondents had much less time to reflect on the questions. 
When asked about their “future farm” they usually mentioned only a few core themes. Here, themes 
that may not be deemed to be particularly noteworthy were left out, for example, the existence of 
various crops and trees on their “future farm” was a frequent theme during the drawing exercise but 
less so during the interviews. Then again, themes that are difficult to draw, such as the use of more 
fertilizers (45%) and land expansion (38%), featured more prominently in the interviews. The 
continuous use of hand tools was not a common theme, possibly because respondents focused on 
things they wished to upgrade to. With regard to the use of animal traction and tractors, we see no 
difference in the frequency of themes when comparing drawing exercises and interviews.  

Figure 1 below shows a typical future farm as envisioned during the drawing exercise. We see the 
prominent role of owning fruit trees (mangoes and oranges) and growing vegetables as well as having 
easy access to water-sources. Farming continues to be done by hand but we also see a car.   

Figure 1: “Future Farm” by Taomga (15) 

 
 

Interestingly, most of the students participating in the drawing exercises had a clear understanding of 
how they aimed to attain their future farm. In most cases, this pathway started with the diversification 
of farm production during the first years. This included growing additional cash crops besides maize 
(such as sunflowers and cotton) and at a later stage also vegetables and fruits. After some years, they 
would buy some animals (first small animals such as chickens; then larger animals such as goats and 
later also cows) and equipment for using animal draught power for land preparation, weeding and 
transportation. The time component of aspiration and the pathways to the future farm can best be 
illustrated not by statements but by drawings (see Figures 2 and 3). 
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Figure 2: “Future Farm” by Lazarus (14) 

 

 

Figure 3: “Future Farm” by Joseph (16) 
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3.3 Rural versus Urban Life 

The analysis of the perceptions about rural and urban life suggest that the views of young people on 
this topic are very diverse. Around half of the respondents (53 %) stated during the interviews that 
they prefer rural over urban life. This suggests the need to discard the idea of an automatic flow of the 
youth towards urban areas. For these respondents rural life was perceived as having several 
advantages. One of the most prominent advantages was that rural life is characterized by a large 
degree of freedom and independence. In addition, the respondents emphasized the social 
embeddedness and dense social networks that characterise rural areas for them. Both perspectives 
are highlighted in the following quotes: 

“We do not need to pay for anything. We do not pay for maize, land, water and fruits such as 
mangoes. In town they need to pay for everything, even water. Here we have nutritious food” 
(Ruth, 15). 

“We have a lot of interaction with our neighbours. In our community you can always get help.” 
(Raymond, 17) 

“Prefer village because I have always been there. I am happy in village and farming.” (Josifine, 
15) 

 
Interestingly, many of the young respondents who highlighted the positive aspects of villages 
perceived urban life as dangerous and bad. For them, urban areas are characterized by road accidents, 
for example. In contrast to rural areas, cities were perceived to be subject to widespread air pollution. 
Respondents also mentioned that towns are not secure: they perceived urban areas to be 
characterized by the existence of thieves, smokers of marijuana, and drunkards. Also, respondents 
frequently talked about the occurrence of Satanism in urban areas. This is reflected in the following 
quotes and Figures 4 to 6 below: 

“Some people do not have respect in town. They are poisoned by alcohol and they fight and 
smoke.” (Talunsa, 15). 

“People are not friendly and do not help each other. They do not have a heart to help.” (Esau, 17) 

“There are a lot of mad people, and Satanism and disabilities.” (Modesta, 12) 

Figures 4-6: City Life from Lazarus (17), Scage (18) and Ruth (18) 

    
 

Urban areas were not perceived negatively by everyone. Around half of the respondents showed 
curiosity and attraction towards urban life. While some also referred to negative sides (see above), 
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others only highlighted positive aspects. Positive aspects mentioned included: better access to schools, 
hospitals, shopping malls and cheap clothes. In addition, respondents emphasized that people living in 
urban areas have “always light” (“even for cooking”), can use tap water, have vehicles and roads, and 
televisions and doors. These are all things that they would like to have in their villages as well. These 
perspectives are illustrated by the following quote and Figures 7-11.  

“In town they have a lot of things, schools, electricity and roads and even upstair houses (sic). 
The people do not look so scruffy. Town life is good life.” (Christopher, 14) 

Figures 7-11: City Life from Harrson (16), Raimond (15), Mysterious (17), Margret (16), Vincent (15) 

 

 
 

In this context, a considerable number of the respondents had rather naïve perceptions about life in 
urban areas and romanticised some of its features. For example, there was a strong and common 
perception that people do not have to work in towns but can still enjoy the amenities of urban areas 
as reflected by the following quotes: 

“In town, they do not farm, they stay at home and are just chatting and eat a lot of sausages.” 
(Patrick, 13) 

“In town, parents work and the youth can stay at home.” (Blaxon, 15) 

 

Very few of the respondents had a more nuanced picture on the working situation in urban areas. 
Some of them acknowledged that people do need to work but suggested that work is easy and always 
available. Very few had the perception that finding work is difficult. These views are depicted by the 
following quotes of respondents: 

“I do not know which work but Indian shops always have work available.” (Obista, 15) 

“Jobs in town are much lighter but difficult to find. I wouldn’t want to go there without a good 
plan.” (Noah, 18) 
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Around half of the respondents preferred a future in urban areas rather than in rural areas. These 
respondents are “pulled” away from rural areas as they are attracted by the perceived positive sides 
of urban areas (see above) but they are also “pushed” away from rural areas which they associate with 
a lot of challenges, some of which are related to the nature of farming discussed before (such as the 
high labor burden and riskiness of farming; see 3.1.). These “push” factors that make rural areas 
unattractive are depicted by the following statements:    

“In the village, we always eat the same, beans and nshima, and we need to work hard.” (Elina, 
16)  

 “In the village, you can be bewitched over small disputes and the fields are very small. I prefer 
to live in town.” (Jakob, 15).   

 
In this context, it is important to note that the decision to find a future either in rural or urban areas 
was rarely perceived as a lifetime decision. It was highlighted that one can work in town after harvest 
or for some years after school to save some money before returning to the village, as the following 
example show: 

 “Some of my friends want to go to town but others want to stay. Of the ones who went many 
came back after some years.” (Alik, 14) 

“I want to raise some money in town but then I want to move back to my villages. I will bring a 
tractor with me and cultivate a lot of land then.” (Raimond, 17) 

3.4 Foreign Countries 

During both the interview sessions and the drawing exercises, respondents were asked about their 
perceptions of foreign countries. Similar to their views on urban life (see 3.3.), their views on foreign 
countries varied between attraction and fear. Some admired foreign countries as being clearly 
advantageous. They highlighted that these countries have access to good education, health and roads, 
as the following quotes show: 

 “This is where good things are and no problems.” (Monika, 16) 

“They have schools and good clinics. And some countries use electric stoves. I would like to see 
this.” (Josifine, 15) 

 
However, a large majority of the respondents were sceptical about foreign countries. For them, foreign 
countries are dangerous places with frequently occurring droughts and starvation as well as conflict. 
Also, foreign countries were perceived to be polluted places. Their views are informed by information 
they received from television, radio, relatives, friends and church. The following quotes and drawings 
highlight their views: 

 “I heard about other countries from radio. There is a lot or starvation and hunger. And people 
disappear also. You cannot move at night there.” (Modesta, 12) 

 “I hear in other countries are war and hunger and people fight and kill for food. Also there are 
floods.” (Julius, 17) 

“People are dying there from lightning and civil war and Boko Haram.” (Maiko, 17). 
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Figures 12-13: Foreign Life from Vincent (15) and Reuben (16) 

 
 

These examples show that young people do not automatically perceive foreign countries as more 
attractive, as often suggested. In contrast, for many, these countries were associated with hardship 
and a lack of security. Thus, regardless of their views on their own countries and rural life, many 
respondents prefer to stay where they are. This is depicted by the following quote:  

“I would not want to go. I feel much safer in Zambia.” (Axon, 16). 
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4 Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to a deeper understanding of the aspirations of young 
people in the rural areas of Zambia. In this context, the common orthodoxy contends that young 
people are pulled and pushed away from farming and rural areas. The results presented here reject 
this view as overly simplistic. It does not reflect the diversity of views and aspirations of young people. 
Similar to Sumberg et al. (2017) we find that “the youth” does not speak with one voice. It speaks with 
several voices and even single respondents may articulate multiple voices. Most of the respondents 
have a nuanced understanding about the good and bad sides of farming, rural life, urban life and life 
in other countries. In this context, they also considered trade-offs, for example, between the social 
embeddedness and family ties of rural life and the better amenities of urban areas. In contrast to 
common perceptions, many young people expressed interest in farming and joy in living in their 
villages, yet, they were not blind to the challenges of farming and rural areas. Crucially, to some extent 
respondents may build their own narratives to justify their decisions (and to maintain self-respect), for 
example, when deciding to continue farming they may stress the good aspects of farming while 
highlighting the negative sides of town life. In discourse analysis, this behaviour is referred to as 
positive self-representation and negative other-representation.  

The findings resonate with the concept of opportunity spaces which argues that youth reflects and 
manoeuvres actively around their geographical, socio-economic and policy opportunity space 
(Sumberg et al., 2012; Leavy and Smith, 2010). The perceived opportunity space of the youth may have 
increased sharply during the last decade due to the exposure to new media such as television and 
smartphones that shows lifestyles different from subsistence farming. The exposure to media (and 
perhaps also education) may have dramatized the contrast between the perceived hardship of rural 
areas and the presumption of simple city life. The common perception that people work little and do 
only easy tasks may be grounded in these phenomena. However, the young people of this study 
actually had little (direct) access to new media such as television and smartphones. Thus this effect 
may be more pronounced elsewhere.  

While the perceived opportunity space may have expanded, the possibility to use this space may have 
expanded more slowly. As highlighted by Sumberg et al. (2012), the ability to use opportunity spaces 
depends on knowledge and skills, social networks, gender and risk-attitudes. How exactly these factors 
work is not clear, however. For example, a high level of knowledge and skills may raise the chances of 
utilizing an opportunity space, but may also lead to a more nuanced (and realistic) perception about 
the young people’s own opportunities and therefore to a lower likelihood of exploring that space. 
Some of the respondents emphasized the idea of moving to urban areas to find work, but only if they 
did well in school. Similarly, social networks including peers, role models and also parents may 
encourage young people to use opportunity spaces (see also Leavy & Hossain, 2014). For example, 
Sumberg (2017) show that parents encourage their children to leave farming in Ghana. On the other 
hand, social networks may also lead to social pressure that restrains young people from leaving farming 
and rural areas (Leavy & Hossain, 2014). The widespread assumption that cities are characterized by 
Satanism may be interpreted in this regard. When asked about the sources of these views respondents 
who have not themselves seen cities brought up relatives or church. 

The large diversity of aspirations was also present with regard to the fictional “future farm” of the 
young respondents. Imagining their “future farm”, the most frequent answers centred on low-tech 
solutions such as raising farm diversity, using draught animals and applying more fertilizers – aspects 
that are not captured by the common orthodoxy that emphasizes the need for modern technology and 
ICTs. To some extent, this may be due to the lack of knowledge about certain technologies. For 
example, one may argue that ICTs could make farming more attractive, but that the youth in the study 
area simply do not know ICTs enough to see this. However, the young people in the study areas were 
exposed to tractors but still rarely imagined them as being part of their future farm and rather drew 
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draught animals. This may reflect “low” levels of aspirations (tractors may be attractive, but the young 
people do not dare to aspire to them). However, many respondents aspired to similarly expensive 
things (such as cars). They also mentioned particular reasons for preferring draught animals (see 
section 3). While one could argue that this is again a form of negative-other-representation 
(respondents do not like tractors because they cannot have them), it seems that the youth indeed see 
unique advantages in draught animals over tractors. In combination with the frequently desired higher 
farm diversity, ways of farming “close to the nature”, such as agro-forestry practises, may in fact 
contribute to increasing the attractiveness of farming instead of focusing on only a few selected crops 
such as maize. This suggests that policymakers and development-practitioners formulate policies 
based on prior policy beliefs rather than on the actual aspirations of the rural youth. This may lead to 
well-intended but misguided policy actions. However, it is important to highlight that the aspirations 
of the rural youth may be very country- and context-specific and may also change rapidly. The findings 
presented here should therefore not be understood as blueprints. Rather, they should encourage 
policymakers and development practitioners to formulate agricultural policies not for the youth but 
with the youth, taking into account that the youth is not a homogenous group.  

The study has used a combination of two research methods, which allowed for the exploration of 
aspirations and views of the youth. Using these techniques has enabled us to broaden the concept of 
aspirations from quantitative measurements of levels to more nuanced qualitative understandings of 
what people aspire to and which leverages the youth would like to use to reach these levels. Such an 
approach provides much more guidance to policymakers. Combining two research methods has 
allowed us to triangulate our data collection process. This has ensured that we explored themes that 
may have remained hidden by using only one method. For example, either abstract and/or difficult to 
draw concepts such as Satanism, land expansion and even the use of more fertilizers were mentioned 
frequently during the in depths-interviews but were not expressed during the drawing exercise. On 
the other hand, the aspiration to have a “future farm” with a large variety of crops, fruits, vegetables, 
animals and trees was a strong finding distilled from the drawing exercises and the associated follow-
up interviews but these aspects were much less articulated during the stand-alone interviews, perhaps 
because they were not perceived as something special. Some methodological questions remain, 
however. For example, it is unclear how the respondents perceive the likelihood of their drawings to 
become reality (Delavande et al., 2011). So far, our analyses have remained mainly qualitative. 
However, the drawings of the respondents could also be analysed and coded with scores to calculate 
aspiration levels (as done by Glewwe et al., 2017 to calculate self-esteem levels).5 Using drawing 
exercises both as a qualitative and quantitative research tool would allow for the generation of 
valuable insights into what young people aspire to, both for policymakers and as indicators of 
aspiration levels that are interesting for researchers.   

                                                           
5 In this case, one would need to know the actual status quo of the children’s families’ farms, of course. This 
would also allow to make cross-community (country) comparisons of aspiration levels. However, when scores 
are used, ways need to be found to calibrate the drawings. 
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5 Policy Implications  

This study shows that the rural youth have very diverse opinions and aspirations. In contrast to 
literature on the subject, young people were found to reflect carefully about the positive and negative 
aspects of farming, rural and urban life, and of foreign countries, in order to formulate their aspirations 
accordingly. With regard to their future farm, they again showed a large diversity of aspirations and 
perceptions – some of which have been neglected both by policymakers and development-
practitioners. While policymakers and development-practitioners highlight the need for modern 
technologies and ICTs, young respondents emphasized more low-tech solutions such as increasing 
farm diversity, using draught animals and applying more fertilizers. This suggests that policymakers 
and development-practitioners need to pay more attention to the actual aspirations of the rural youth 
to avoid well-intended but misguided policies. In addition, the findings suggest that there cannot be 
one policy for “the youth”. Rather, there is a need for several policies to reflect several types of rural 
youths. Avoiding misguided policies will be the key to ensure that the potentials of the emerging youth 
bulge can be reaped – while minimizing its risks. The empirical findings of this paper can be relevant 
not only for Zambia but also for the large set of African countries that currently aim to make farming 
more attractive to rural youth. However, as the findings may be largely country- and context-specific, 
they should not be understood as blueprint-solutions, but rather as a stimulus to formulate agricultural 
policies that are more closely related to the needs and aspirations of the rural youth. For researchers, 
the findings should stimulate more research to replicate the approach in different settings and with 
larger sample sizes.  
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