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P olicymakers in Nigeria and other coun-
tries in Africa south of the Sahara (SSA) are 
relying on agriculture to generate employ-

ment for the growing youth population. However, 
there is concern that youth engagement in agri-
cultural production is declining in favor of other 
economic activities. “Rural-urban-rural” migra-
tion occurs mainly during intercrop intervals, 
as the cyclical nature of crop-related activities 
prompts African youth to seek more economic 
stability from nonagricultural employment 
during the off season (Yeboah and Jayne 2018). 
While comprehensive data on youth’s departure 
from Nigeria’s agriculture sector remain elu-
sive, various studies indicate a heightened exit 
rate, particularly post-discovery of oil resources, 
and a notable 63 percent reduction in the time 
Nigerian youth spend in farming activities com-
pared to adults (UNECA 2017). In general, 
discourse on youth unemployment, with spe-
cific pertinence to Africa, underscores the pivotal 
role of different economic structural transforma-
tions that are hindering the formation of “quality” 
employment opportunities (McMillan, Rodrik, 
and Verduzco-Gallo 2014). 

The majority of youth in SSA reside in rural 
zones, where agriculture is still the main liveli-
hood (Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 2013). 
In regions lacking a robust land market, with 
limited credit availability and few large farms 
offering on-farm wage work, land access is 
the pivotal determinant of whether rural youth 
embrace an agricultural livelihood or choose 
migration (Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 
2013). Given the significant share of agricul-
ture and natural resources in gross domestic 

 KEY FINDINGS

• Among youth, expected land inheritance significantly reduces long-
distance and rural-to-urban migration but has only a minor impact on 
temporary migration. These effects are more pronounced among older and 
less educated youth.

• Greater expected land inheritance reduces the likelihood of youth 
engagement in the nonagriculture sector by increasing the probability of 
staying in agriculture or pursuing both farming and nonfarm activities. 
This pattern is stronger for less-educated rural-to-urban migrants. 

• Older youth and those who are less educated are more likely to respond to 
different levels of land market development and urbanization.

 KEY POLICY IMPLICATIONS

As the interplay between land inheritance and youth’s migration and 
employment choices is nuanced — contingent on age, gender, and skill levels 
— targeted strategies could address the diverse needs of youth across various 
demographic strata by, for example:

• Fostering access to land and enhancing skills useful in multiple sectors to 
promote employment opportunities for youth and facilitate their gradual 
movement across sectors.

• Promoting education and skills development to address the specific 
challenges faced by less educated youth in regions where land inheritance 
is common.

• Promoting longer land lease durations to address land scarcity.

• Accounting for the quality and suitability of land when addressing 
youth migration and employment, to reflect the evolving landscape of 
agriculture and entrepreneurship. 

• Developing context-sensitive interventions to empower youth with more 
informed and effective pathways for advancement.



product, national sustenance, employment, and exports, 
land plays a central role in social, political, and economic 
spheres across the continent (Toulmin 2009), including in 
Nigeria (Edeh, Mavrotas, and Balana 2022).

This brief summarizes a recent study on the influ-
ence of expected land inheritance on youth migration 
and employment in Nigeria (Amare et al. 2023), includ-
ing data, methods, and three key findings. Based on the 
study findings, we provide some recommendations that 
could contribute to the policy goals of the Government 
of Nigeria. Nigeria’s new administration under President 
Bola Tinubu has outlined an ambitious eight-point devel-
opment agenda that includes enhancing food security, 
eradicating poverty, and creating jobs for youth. The agri-
culture sector, as the largest employer of rural young men 
and women in Nigeria, offers the best means of achieving 
these goals. We argue here that to attract youth to agri-
culture, government policies must also address issues 
such as land access.

By exploring youth’s migration and employment 
choices, Amare et al. (2023) shed light on economic con-
ditions and offer insights into land tenure and farm size 
in Nigeria, as well as rural and urban youth employment 
dynamics. To measure land access, they use expected 
inheritance size instead of actual access1 and also adopt 
an individualized approach, considering factors like age, 
gender, and education; additionally, they recognize that 
migration and employment decisions often hinge on 
sunk costs that vary based on the nature and distance of 
migration. In Nigeria, where agricultural land is abundant, 
it is also crucial to assess land access in terms of suitabil-
ity for modernization and commercialization, accounting 
for different levels of agricultural market development 
and urbanization.

The study finds that expected land inheritance signifi-
cantly and negatively affects long-distance and urban 
migration but has only a minor impact on temporary 
migration. The effects are more pronounced among 
older and less educated youth. A substantial expected 
land inheritance lowers the likelihood of nonagricultural 
engagement by increasing the probability of a young 
person staying in agriculture or pursuing a dual-sector 
approach (engaging in both farming and nonfarm activ-
ities). This pattern holds more strongly for less educated 
rural-to-urban migrants in the dual economy. As the find-
ings clearly show that land inheritance influences youth 
migration and employment decisions, programs promot-
ing education and skills development could address the 

1  The study opted to use expected inheritance to avoid issues related to potential reverse causality and household-level indicators.

challenges faced by less educated youth in regions where 
land inheritance is common. 

DATA AND METHODS 
Amare et al. (2023) use two-wave panel data from the 
Nigeria LSMS-ISA (Living Standards Measurement 
Study-Integrated Surveys on Agriculture), a nation-
ally representative survey of around 5,000 agricultural 
households across regions. The dataset encompasses 
demographic, economic, and geographic details. A 
comprehensive land tenure module, exclusive to the 
2012/2013 wave, is pivotal in testing hypotheses about 
the influence of land inheritance on youth’s mobility 
choices. Both survey rounds (2012/2013 and 2015/2016) 
asked questions about migrant respondents’ status 
and location, facilitating analysis of migration variables. 
The Amare et al. study (2023) explores how youth’s land 
inheritance expectations in 2012/2013 impacted their 
2015/2016 employment and mobility decisions. In align-
ment with the African Union’s youth charter, “youth” refers 
to individuals aged 15 to 35. Youth’s “land inheritance” 
is based on the land area reported as inheritance from 
the household head. This definition captures “expected 
inheritance,” mitigating measurement biases and the 
potential reverse causality inherent in using actual 
inheritance. 

The study estimates two key models to examine the 
effect of land inheritance on youth’s decisions regarding 
migration and employment. First, the authors estimate 
this effect using a household fixed effects approach to 
capture all characteristics of a district and a household 
that may influence young people’s decisions, capturing 
the potential bias caused by unobserved heterogene-
ity. Second, to minimize any bias in the estimates that 
could be caused by the potential reverse causality, they 
regress youth migration and employment decisions 
against expected land inheritance instead of actual land 
inherited (as the latter is expected to be more sensitive to 
endogeneity). 

MAIN FINDINGS
Most young Nigerians acquire land by renting
Figure 1 shows the mode of land acquisition in Nigeria 
disaggregated by age groups of individual landhold-
ers. The dominant modes of land acquisition for youth 
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in Africa are commonly perceived to be via allocation 
by formal or traditional authorities and through gifts or 
inheritance from family; however, Nigerian youth acquire 
farmland predominantly by renting, as shown in Figure 1. 
Land market participation has grown in recent years, 
and one out of four farmers who acquire farm parcels 
through land rental markets are youth (Ricker-Gilbert and 
Chamberlin 2018). Overall, youth constitute about one 
out of five landholders in Nigeria who use market-based 
forms of land acquisition — either purchase or renting.

Young Nigerians acquire land for various pursuits, 
including agriculture

Table 1 presents findings on land acquisition modes and 
occupation choices among Nigerian youth landholders. 
Among those who buy land, many are engaged in both 

farming and nonfarm activities, while renters are mainly 
pure farmers. This implies the dual sector may help youth 
accumulate capital to buy land, while renting could be 
a means to enter farming where land is scarce. Youth 
in Nigeria have limited access to land except when it is 
inherited, bought, or leased; land leases, however, are 
usually of short duration and influenced by land tenure 
practices (Adesugba and Mavrotas 2016). Most tenants 
practice only agriculture, possibly having entered farming 
via land rental, while land purchasers engage in a mix of 
farm and nonfarm activities. The significance of the role 
of land inheritance varies due to cultural factors. From 
a policy standpoint, different pathways clearly exist for 
youth to access land and engage in a variety of occupa-
tions. Promoting longer lease durations and facilitating 
skills development in farming could address challenges 
caused by land scarcity.

Figure 1 Rentals and purchases dominate land acquisition modes across age cohorts in Nigeria

Source: Amare et al. (2023) using Nigeria LSMS-ISA 2012/2013 data.
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Land inheritance’s effects on Nigerian youth’s 
migration and employment decisions 

Individuals (or households collectively) make decisions 
about migrating, participating in agricultural versus non-
agricultural activities, or continuing education based 
on the anticipated benefits of each option. Given the 
potential methodological challenges and endogene-
ity problems associated with actual rented or purchased 
land, Amare et al. (2023) investigate how expected land 
inheritance influences young people’s decisions regard-
ing migration and employment in rural Nigeria. They find 
that the effect of expected land inheritance on migra-
tion decisions varies depending on the type of migration 
considered. When migration is broadly defined as “any 
migration,” the size of expected land inheritance does 
not seem to significantly influence migration decisions, 
but disaggregating migration by type provides more 
granularity. For example, temporary migration, likely due 
to its lower associated costs, does not appear signifi-
cantly affected by expected land inheritance, but youth 
who anticipate inheriting more land are less inclined to 
engage in permanent migration, especially to more dis-
tant locations or to urban settings.

The results also show that larger youth-controlled 
farm sizes correlate with increased farm employment; 
and conversely, larger expected land inheritance reduces 
the likelihood of primarily nonagricultural employment. 
Significantly, land inheritance enhances the probability of 
youth engagement not only in agriculture but also in the 
dual sector. From a policy perspective, fostering access to 
land and enhancing skills useful in multiple sectors could 

promote youth employment opportunities and facilitate 
their gradual movement across sectors.

Other possible channels through which land inheri-
tance may shape rural youth’s migration and work choices 
include (not necessarily in order of importance):

• Fragmentation of landholdings. As successive genera-
tions divide land among heirs, individual landholdings 
can become fragmented and smaller. This can make 
farming less economically viable, prompting youth to 
seek alternative sources of income (Jayne, Chamberlin, 
and Headey 2014).

• Delayed land transfers. In some cases, older gener-
ations may delay transferring land rights to younger 
generations. This can lead to youth’s uncertainty about 
their future in agriculture, pushing them toward migra-
tion and nonagricultural work (Bezu and Holden 2014).

• Land as security. Inheritance may provide some youth 
with a sense of security, knowing they have a fallback 
option. They might migrate or try nonfarm work, know-
ing they can return to their inherited land if necessary.

• Modernization and cultural shifts. Modernization may 
change youth’s aspirations. Those inheriting land might 
see agriculture as a less attractive occupation due 
to perceptions of it being backward or less lucrative, 
prompting them to migrate to urban areas.

• Land as capital. Inherited land can be used as capital. 
Youth might lease out their land and use the income to 
finance education, start a business, or migrate in search 
of better opportunities.

• Land rights and agricultural investment. Individuals 
who hold powerful positions in a local political hier-
archy may have more secure tenure rights and 

Table 1 Occupations of landholders among Nigerian youth, by mode of land acquisition 

Occupation Total (%) Purchased (%) Rented-in (%)
Inherited or 
gifted (%)

Allocated by community  
or family (%)

Agriculture 
sector only

61.35 44.34*** 65.66* 61.13 61.57

Nonagriculture 
sector only

4.24 5.66 3.28 5.86* 3.98

Dual sector 34.41 50.00*** 31.06 33.01 34.45

No. observations 3,467 212 396 512 2,540

Source: Amare et al. (2023) calculations using Nigeria LSMS-ISA 2012/2013 data.  

Note: Includes all parcels in which household members have been reported to have ownership, management, or control over land. Statistical significance is the differences in the means within the subsets. *, **, 
and *** indicate statistical significance at the p < 0.1, p < 0.05, and p < 0.01 levels, respectively.
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consequently invest more in land fertility and have sub-
stantially higher output, as has been shown in Ghana 
(Goldstein and Udry 2008). 

• Land and marriage. In many African societies, land own-
ership is linked to marriage. Inheriting land might mean 
added responsibilities, influencing youth to make cer-
tain choices regarding marriage and family.

Individual attributes influence the effects of land 
inheritance on youth’s migration and employment 
decisions
The preceding findings underscore the effects of land 
inheritance on youth migration and employment choices, 
but these could differ based on distinct individual attri-
butes. Thus Amare et al. (2023) also consider age, gender, 
and education, finding, for instance, that the sway of land 
access in curbing migration tendencies is more potent 
for older youth than their younger counterparts. Younger 
youth (15 to 24 years) may have a relatively greater capac-
ity for migration, as they are still dependents of their 
parents. Furthermore, their comparative lack of agri-
cultural skills may lessen the discouraging effect of 
anticipated land inheritance on their migration decisions.

Similar analyses show that land inheritance seems 
to favor younger youth’s involvement in the dual sector. 
Land inheritance seems to predict rural-to-urban migra-
tion for both older and younger youth, with distinctions 
arising mainly in agricultural and nonagricultural domains. 
Young men are more likely to migrate long distances 
and take up dual sector employment. These further esti-
mates seem to reinforce the study’s earlier observations. 
For instance, rural-to-urban migration and the likeli-
hood of dual sector employment are more pronounced 
among less educated youth than their more educated 
counterparts, particularly in response to the prospect of 
inheriting relatively more land. In other words, less edu-
cated youth are more inclined to delay migration based 
on the size of their expected land inheritance, an effect 
that is less  apparent among better educated youth. 

Intriguingly, a gradual shift from agriculture to nonag-
ricultural activities is more evident among less educated 
Nigerian youth, bolstering the idea that improving their 
land inheritance, perhaps through mechanisms like youth 
land banks, could significantly impact their migration 
choices, while having limited effect on the decisions of 
more educated youth. Another positive implication is that 
while education has typically been seen as a pathway out 
of agriculture, some more educated youth seem likely 
to stay in agriculture, possibly applying their education 
to enhance agricultural productivity. In essence, these 

findings demonstrate the nuanced interplay between 
land inheritance and youth’s migration and employment 
choices, contingent on age, gender, and skill levels. This 
underscores the imperative of adopting targeted strate-
gies to address the diverse needs of youth across various 
demographic strata.

Amare et al. (2023) also compare outcomes based 
on the level of land market development and urbaniza-
tion, postulating that youth may base their migration and 
employment choices not only on the prospect of land 
inheritance, but also on the quality and suitability of land 
for agribusiness or “agripreneurship.” In alignment with 
a similar study in Ethiopia (Kosec et al. 2018), these find-
ings illustrate that youth in regions with less dynamic 
land rental markets exhibit greater responsiveness to the 
magnitude of anticipated land inheritance when mak-
ing their migration and occupational choices. In locations 
with less vibrant land rental markets, a rise in anticipated 
land inheritance considerably diminishes the inclination 
toward urban migration while elevating the probability of 
working in the agriculture sector, in contrast with regions 
characterized by more robust rental markets. In other 
words, youth in less-developed market settings who do 
not inherit land tend to migrate and transition out of agri-
culture to a greater extent than their counterparts in areas 
with relatively advanced market frameworks. 

Finally, Amare et al. (2023) show that in more urban-
ized rural settings, youth may exploit the magnitude of 
expected land inheritance as a means to diversify their 
employment options. Notably, these youth may also 
defer or circumvent decisions regarding long-distance 
migration or urban relocation. This implies that youth 
in more urbanized rural zones, anticipating substantial 
land inheritance, might view urban migration as a final 
recourse, preferring a gradual vocational shift out of 
agriculture. Overall, land inheritance is intertwined with 
market dynamics and urbanization levels, shaping youth’s 
mobility and employment decisions in nuanced ways 
(Amare et al. 2020). Incorporating insights from compara-
ble research in Ethiopia and deciphering these patterns 
yields some policy implications. Context-sensitive inter-
ventions are needed that acknowledge the interplay of 
inheritance, market accessibility, and urbanization to 
empower youth with more informed and effective path-
ways for advancement.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
This policy brief focuses on the possible influence of 
expected land inheritance on youth migration and work 
choices by building on the findings from Amare et al. 
(2023). Their study explores the role land inheritance 
plays in shaping youth’s migration and vocational deci-
sions while considering broader social and economic 
factors. By conducting analyses that encompass levels of 
land market development and urbanization, they provide 
a nuanced understanding of the mechanisms involved. 
The authors demonstrate that the size of anticipated land 
inheritance significantly and negatively impacts long-dis-
tance migration and migration to urban areas but has less 
influence on temporary migration. 

The observed effects are more pronounced for 
older youth and those with less education. Notably, less 
educated youth exhibit greater responsiveness to the 
anticipated size of land inheritance, particularly in terms 
of rural-to-urban migration and dual sector involvement. 
Thus, improving land inheritance could steer less edu-
cated youth toward more favorable geographic and 
occupational choices while having minimal influence on 
their more educated counterparts. Tailored policy inter-
ventions that recognize the diverse dynamics at play 

within the youth demographic are essential. Furthermore, 
policies should account for the quality and suitability of 
land when addressing youth migration and employment, 
reflecting the evolving landscape of agriculture and 
entrepreneurship. 

The fact that land inheritance more heavily influences 
less educated and older youth is a bad omen for the 
agriculture sector and rural Nigeria. It perpetuates the 
narrative that farming is a low-productivity activity that 
cannot attract high-productivity labor. Enhancing land 
inheritance for youth, particularly those with limited edu-
cation, as a means to guide more informed and rewarding 
mobility decisions can yield benefits. Additionally, giving 
young people access to land — for instance, by estab-
lishing youth land banks — could steer less educated 
youth away from unrewarding geographic and occupa-
tional mobility decisions. In contrast, those with more 
education might be less influenced by land inheritance 
considerations. In sum, the research underscores the intri-
cate interplay between land inheritance, education, and 
mobility choices among youth in Nigeria and the need for 
well-informed, targeted policies. 
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