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Introduction 

Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest incidence of child labor in the world, 

according to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) approximately 41% of children 

5 to 14 years are actively involved in the labor market (2002). The problem of working 

children continues to grow in sub-Saharan Africa and must be addressed because Africa’s 

future depends on the survival, protection, and development of its children (Andvig, 

Canagarajah, and Kielland 2001). Child labor is characterized by low wages, long hours, 

and in many cases, physical and sexual abuse. Given the large proportion of the 

population below the age of 18, it is important to understand and address the child labor 

issue in sub-Saharan Africa. This region’s harsh socioeconomic environment has been 

linked to families sending their children to work instead of school (Bass 2004; Admassie 

2002; Bhalotra 2003; Andvig, Canagarajah, and Kielland 2001; Manda et al. 2003).  

Despite recent growth, the economies of sub-Saharan Africa have declined since 

the 1980s and the region continues to have the highest rate of poverty in the world. Some 

researchers perceive poverty to be the main reason that these children work and not 

attend school. This perception is due in part to the current geographical distribution of 

child workers as well as to the economic history of the developed world, which shows 

that economic development reduced child labor in the long run. In a 1998 policy paper, 

the World Bank described child labor as “one of the most devastating consequences of 

persistent poverty” (Fallon and Tzannatos 1998). Despite the pervasive nature of poverty 

in sub-Saharan Africa, we find significant differences in child labor participation rates. 

Previous studies have found that child labor participation rates are highest in East Africa, 

followed by Central Africa and then West Africa (Bass 2004; Admassie 2002). However, 
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is poverty sufficient to explain the existence of child labor and this variation between 

countries?  Can children in sub-Saharan Africa be expected to attend school while 

poverty persists? 

Some researchers have argued for comparative analysis in order to better 

understand the factors that force children into the labor market, the effects of work, and 

the policies that might be useful in limiting their work (Weiner 1991; Post 2002; Bass 

2004). Bass argues, “It is vital to consider how the work of children in one part of Africa 

is similar to the work of children in another, and to find similarities in their varied 

contexts that allow us to understand them as a whole” (p. 6). There are similarities and 

differences in the reasons for, and the conditions of, child labor both within and between 

countries. Using comparative analysis, this study attempts to highlight and explain child 

labor and schooling patterns in Ghana and Kenya.  

Therefore, using data from Ghana and Kenya, the study investigates the 

relationship between poverty, schooling, and child labor. Specifically, it attempts to 

answer these questions: What determines children’s participation in school and/or work 

in Ghana and Kenya? Is child labor concentrated in certain regions and in certain 

households, and certain children within certain households? Are family resources and 

poverty equally as determinant of children’s activities in both countries?  

Child Labor, Poverty and Schooling 

At the 2000 World Education Forum in Dakar, governments from around the 

world including those in sub-Saharan African governments recommitted themselves to 

achieving universal education. Although overall access to basic education has risen 

substantially over the last decade in the region, the attainment of universal primary 
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education remains difficult. UNESCO’s Institute of Statistics estimates that about 45 

million1 children of primary school age in sub-Saharan Africa were out of school. 

Ultimately, households, not governments, make decisions on children’s time allocation. 

Whether or not a child will attend school and/or work will depend on the household they 

live in and their status within the household.  

Many researchers hold the view that household poverty is the main reason 

children work. Economists have used the “luxury axiom” to explain the relationship 

between child labor and poverty. According to the luxury axiom, children enter the labor 

market to ensure their survival and that of their families; therefore, schooling and leisure 

are luxury goods. These poor households cannot afford to keep children in school and in 

other non-work activities. It assumes that only when household incomes rise sufficiently 

will children leave the labor force, implying that child labor will persist as long as 

scarcity exists. 

This relationship appears to have been found in numerous studies. Cross 

nationally, Fallon and Tzannatos (1998) find that there is an inverse relationship between 

child labor force participation and per capita GDP. At the micro level, empirical evidence 

also appears to confirm the relationship. Admassie (2002) asserts that “poverty is the 

main, if not the most important factor compelling parents to deploy their children into 

work obligations” (p. 261). In poor households, the struggle to survive makes it very 

difficult for parents to invest in their children’s education. The incidence of child labor 

falls as the income and resources of households increase (Jensen and Nielsen 1997; 

Grootaert and Patrinos 1999; Patrinos and Psacharopoulos 1997; Admassie 2002). 

                                                 
1 Children Out of School: Measuring Exclusion from Primary Education (Montreal: UNESCO Institute of 

Statistics, 2005). 
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Further, increases in income are likely to reduce the likelihood of children dropping out 

of school (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos 1997; Lloyd and Blanc 1996). 

Children’s schooling competes with other commodities for scarce household 

resources, which makes access to schooling positively associated with household wealth 

(Patrinos and Psacharopoulos 1997). The poor have few options when it comes to 

protecting themselves against loss of income. Children may be sent to work to reduce the 

potential impact of loss of family income due to poor crop yields, job losses, the death of 

a breadwinner, etc. Baland and Robinson (2000) showed theoretically that households 

with a lack of credit will choose to send their children into the labor market. Emerson and 

de Souza (2000) found that child labor perpetuates poverty across generations, a parent 

who was a child laborer is much more likely to send his or her own child to work.  

However, a different school of thought contends that researchers need to look 

beyond poverty to the policy environment (Weiner 1991; Hiraoka 1997; Post 2002). 

Hiraoka(1997) argues that “a closer look at the socioeconomic structures in which child 

labor is embedded seem to suggest that the nature and trend of child labor is not 

independent of the surrounding structures” (p. 59). Post and Weiner find that differences 

in school attendance and child labor rates in Latin America and Asia reflect differences in 

education policies and national laws. Weiner maintains that in India the regional 

variations in child labor and school attendance rates are due to “the belief systems 

governing the elites and the political coalitions toward the expansion of school 

education” (p. 154). Therefore, to fully understand the child labor and schooling patterns, 

we need to look at household decisions in the context of socioeconomic, cultural, and 

political forces that constrain those decisions.  
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The context: Ghana and Kenya  

 (INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

 
Ghana and Kenya are low-income countries with GDP per capita of $407 and 

$328, respectively. In terms of purchasing power of households difference is more 

pronounced; the GDP per capita in purchasing power parity is $1,900 in Ghana and 

$1,000 in Kenya. Poor governance, world commodity prices and structural adjustment 

policies have influenced their growth trajectories. The GDP per capita annual growth rate 

was 0.3% between 1975 and 2002 in both countries. However, between 1990 and 2002, 

Ghana’s per capita GDP grew by 1.8%, while in Kenya it shrank by 0.6%. Between 1984 

and 1999, about 40% of Ghanaians lived below the income poverty line, and about 42% 

of Kenyans faced the same predicament. From Table 1 we can see that Ghanaians live 

longer, have lower infant mortality rates, consume more calories, and have greater access 

to arable land. Furthermore, a greater proportion of Ghanaians have access to improved 

water and sanitation facilities. Figure 1 shows the different trends in the per capita GDP 

for the two countries. Ghana shows a general upward trend, whereas Kenya’s is virtually 

stagnant. The data paint a picture of greater overall poverty in Kenya than in Ghana. 

(INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

 

Schooling has become more costly and less rewarding in sub-Saharan Africa 

(Odaga and Heneveld 1995). The poor economic performance and structural adjustment 

programs forced governments to cut social spending and introduce cost-sharing in 

education and health care. The governments of Ghana and Kenya have embarked on the 

providing education in contrasting ways. Figure 2 shows the enrollment trend for primary 

and secondary school enrollment between 1985 and 2000, it shows higher levels of 
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primary school enrollment in Kenya. At the secondary school level Kenya compared to 

Ghana shows increasing enrollment. 

(INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE) 

History shows a consistently significant commitment by the government of Kenya 

in the provision of education. Table 2 shows that public education expenditure as a 

percentage of GNP was higher in Kenya by at least 2.3 percentage points. Furthermore, 

public education expenditure on primary and secondary education in Kenya was about 

60% and 18%, respectively, compared to about 25% and 30% in Ghana. Prior research by 

Buchmann (1996) found that the Kenyan government had enacted policies that have 

“signaled greater educational opportunities for all Kenyan children and sent the message 

that the government was taking steps to create an even more meritocratic educational 

system” (p. 63). These policies included a free primary school milk program in 1979, the 

introduction of the 8-4-4 (8 years of primary school, 4 years of secondary school and 4 

years of university) system in 1985, and the 1987 double intake by public universities. 

The introduction of the 8-4-4 system meant that the number of students eligible to enter 

university rose from about 10,000 to over 85,000. The implementation of these policies 

meant that the government had to continue to allocate more resources to education to 

cover the increased costs.  

(INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) 
 

In Kenya, a major feature of the education system is its community financing or 

self-help. This movement is known as Harambee, which means in Kiswahili “let us pull 

together.” The Harambee movement, which began in the 1960s and continues today, 

symbolizes the ideas of joint effort, self-responsibility, and self-reliance. Researchers 
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argue that Harambee schools are a double-edged sword, increasing enrollment but 

exacerbating the inequality of education in Kenya (Buchmann 1999; Bray and Lillis 

1988; Mwiria 1990; Eshiwani 1993). Mwiria (1990) argues that despite their questionable 

quality, Harambee schools provide a chance for many Kenyans who might not otherwise 

acquire a secondary education, and improve the recipients’ chances of more upward 

mobility than if they received no education. Bradshaw and Fuller (1996) support 

Mwiria’s assertion, saying: “Harambee schools provided a crisp symbol of opportunity 

and modernity to a population that has historically associated education with upward 

mobility” (p. 77). The Harambee movement has been operating alongside government 

development programs since 1963 and has helped mobilize resources for development 

purposes. The movement has provided opportunities when the state has been unable to 

deliver, making education available to a significantly larger proportion of the population. 

Despite efforts at reforming the education sector problems are persistent; schools and 

public universities lack facilities, teachers are poorly remunerated, school strikes are 

frequent. 

While the Kenyan government made efforts to signal the importance of education, 

the Ghanaian government struggled to keep children in school in the face of structural 

adjustment policies. The government cut spending significantly during the 1980s as part 

of economic restructuring (Glewwe and Illias 1996; Akyeampong and Furlong 2000; Dei 

2004). Glewwe and Ilias (1996) note that “real spending on education declined at an 

average annual rate of 17 percent between 1980 and 1983” (p. 397). The reduction in 

resources resulted in a loss of confidence in the education system as quality declined 

(Glewwe and Illias 1996; Dei 2004; Akyeampong and Furlong 2000; World Bank. 1996). 
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Glewwe and Ilias (1996) and Norton, Bortei-Doku et al (1995) found evidence to 

support the hypothesis of decline in quality of education in Ghana, in that older 

Ghanaians scored higher on math and English tests than younger Ghanaians. Norton et al. 

found that of the approximately 42,000 students who sat the senior secondary school 

examination, about 1,000 passed. Furthermore, the World Bank (1996), citing a 1994 

USAID study of a class six students, also found that “only three percent of pupils tested 

attained satisfactory scores for English, and merely 1.5 percent for mathematics” (p. 5) on 

criterion-referenced tests. This decline in quality ultimately led to a decline in demand for 

schooling as basic skills of school leavers declined. Lavy (1996), citing previous studies, 

argues that the very low returns to primary education in Ghana can be explained by the 

low achievement scores. He points out that “a primary diploma does not lead to the 

accumulation of any significant amount of human capital; the market consequently treats 

this level of schooling as no schooling” (p. 312). 

When the Ghana Core Welfare Indicators Questionnaire (CWIQ) Survey 1997/8 

asked children why they were not attending school, it found that over 50% regarded 

school as “useless, uninteresting, and expensive” (Canagarajah and Xiao 2001). Another 

World Bank (1995) study asserted that “the major concern of most community members 

and teachers canvassed . . . was with issues of quality rather than access” (p. 52). The 

girls were more affected by the lack of confidence in the education system because poor 

families gave priority to boys (World Bank. 1996; Glewwe and Illias 1996). The decline 

in financial commitment by the government of Ghana led to the decline in trained 

primary school teachers from about 80% in 1974 to about 50% in 1983 (Akyeampong 

and Furlong 2000). The reduction in resources resulted in a loss of confidence in the 
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education system as quality declined. The World Bank (1995) noted that “the major 

concern of most community members and teachers canvassed in our study was with 

issues of quality rather than access” (p. 52). Lower enrollment is evident in Ghana despite 

offering FCUBE.  

The differences in socioeconomic indicators and the educational policies across 

the two countries create unique environments that impact school and work decisions. We 

would expect the households in both Ghana and Kenya to make educational decisions 

based on their perceived costs and benefits. The costs and benefits, and how they are 

weighed across these different countries, is investigated in this study. 

Data and Methodology 

 
The data for Ghana used in this study is from the Statistical Information and 

Monitoring Programme on Child Labor (SIMPOC), the statistics and monitoring unit of 

the ILO’s International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labor (IPEC). The 

survey was specifically designed to collect information on the different aspects of 

working children within the framework of IPEC. It covered children between 5 and 17 

years in households. A nationwide representative sample of 10,000 households was 

selected, out of which 9,889 households containing 47,955 people were interviewed. The 

sample has 17,034 children between 5 and 17 years. It consists of 8,163 girls and 8,871 

boys. School in Ghana starts at age 6; therefore, the study used children between 6 and 17 

years, reducing the sample to 15,743 children.  

The data for Kenya was drawn from the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 

(MICS). MICS is a household survey program that UNICEF developed to assist member 

states in collecting data to monitor the condition of children and women. The data are 
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used to assess progress towards the goals of the World Summit for Children (1990) at 

two points, mid-decade and end-decade. The first round of MICS (mid-decade) was 

conducted in1995/1996 in more than 100 countries, and the second round (end-decade) of 

surveys was conducted in 2000. The MICS data for Kenya has a sample size of 8,993 

households consisting of 17,159 children between the ages of 5 and 17. It consists of 

8,588 girls and 8,571 boys. Kenyan children start school at age 6; therefore, I used 

children between 6 and 17 years, reducing the sample to 15,788 children.  

There is no evidence in the literature on the household’s decision-making process. 

Therefore, the way that researchers model the supply of child labor depends on their view 

of the child labor decision-making process. The two aspects of this process are whether 

all options are considered simultaneously or sequentially. Previous researchers have 

explored these factors as part of either simultaneous or hierarchical decision-making 

processes. Simultaneous decision making requires the use of a multinomial logistic 

model, and sequential decision-making requires the sequential probit model.  

The literature has looked at simultaneous and sequential decision-making 

processes (Post 2002; Grootaert and Patrinos 1999). Grootaert and Patrinos used both 

models and found similar results. Furthermore, Tim Liao in his book, Interpreting 

Probability Models argues, “Sometimes we are not sure if the categories are ordered or 

sequential in the response. If unsure, a multinomial logit model should be used.” (p. 48). 

In sequential models, the probabilities derived are conditional on previous choices, i.e., 

the estimation will depend on the ordering of options. Given the lack of empirical 

evidence on the ordering, the sequential model may not be suitable because it requires a 

clear preference ordering of options (Grootaert and Patrinos 1999) 



 12 

Therefore, this study assumed simultaneous decision-making and used a 

multinomial logistic model. This model is similar to a logistic regression model, except 

that the probability distribution of the response is multinomial instead of binomial. The n-

1 multinomial logit equations contrast each of categories 1, 2 …n-1 with category n, 

while the logistic regression equation is a contrast between two options. If n = 2, the 

multinomial logit model reduces to the logistic regression model. Households face a 

choice between discrete options, and through their decisions, try to maximize utility. The 

households are assumed to choose between four mutually exclusive activities:  

1. Child attends school only. 

2. Child attends school and works in the labor market. 

3. Child neither attends school nor works in the labor market. 

4. Child works in the labor market full time. 

In the multinomial logistic model, the reference group was the children who 

attend school only. Therefore, the estimates indicate the effect of the explanatory variable 

on the probability that the child combines school and work, reports neither work nor 

school, or works in the labor market full time, relative to the probability the child attends 

school only. The variables used in the models were defined in the same way to make it 

easier to compare results.  

The choice of variables is based on previous research on child labor and 

schooling. The literature highlights the children’s, household, and community 

characteristics that influence child labor and school participation. Age, gender, and the 

relationship to the head of household are the children’s characteristics that have an 

impact on school and/or work participation. The number of siblings, gender of the head 
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of household, education of the head of household, income of the household, employment 

status of the mother, and the place of residence are some household characteristics that 

may impact school and/or work participation. In order to generalize the conclusions about 

each country’s 6 to 17-year-olds, in the analysis, the study used the population and 

sample weights provided by SIMPOC and UNICEF.  

A Profile of Ghanaian and Kenyan Children’s Activities 

 
This section presents descriptive statistics of children’s activities. They focus on 

the relationship between poverty, child labor, and schooling disaggregated by age and 

gender. The data reveal that nearly all children participate in domestic work. In Ghana, 

over 90% of children perform housekeeping chores compared to about 68% in Kenya. 

Therefore, housekeeping was excluded from the definition of work during the analysis.  

Ghana 

 

Table 3 presents the participation rates in school and work by region. The 

northern regions of Northern, Brong Ahafo, Upper West, and Upper East have the highest 

proportion of children working or reporting they neither worked nor attended school. The 

Northern region has about 50% of the children reporting they worked fulltime or neither 

worked nor attended school compared to about 16% in Western and Ashanti regions. 

These northern regions also have the highest proportion of children in the lowest 

quintiles. About 38 and 44% of children in the Upper East and Upper West region, 

respectively, reported they were in the poorest category. Furthermore, less than 1.3% of 

children in the two regions were reported to be in the richest category. About 30% of 

children in the Western, Volta and Eastern regions reported they combined work and 

school. The data show a clear difference in household wealth between the north and south 
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of Ghana. The northern areas have been neglected from colonial times and continue lag 

behind in infrastructure (Moyi, 2006) 

(INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE) 
 

Table 4 presents children’s allocation of time between work, school, and other 

activities. About 22% of children aged 10 to14 reported they combine work and school. 

The proportion of children attending school full-time declines from about 70% for 6 to 9-

year-olds to about 40% for 15 to 17-year-olds. Of children aged 10 to 14 years, about 7% 

of girls and about 6% of boys reported neither work nor school compared to about 12% 

for children. The neither work nor school category is higher in the 6 to 9 and 15 to 17 

year ranges. The number of children who work full time increases as they get older. 

There is a large decline in school attendance after the age of 14; at this age children are 

expected to be making the transition from basic education (6 years of primary school, 3 

years of junior secondary school) after taking an exit exam to enter senior secondary 

school. 

(INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE) 
 

A previous study of Ghana found an effect of religion on girls’ work (Bhalotra 

2003), that is, Christian girls work significantly fewer hours on average than girls who 

practiced traditional religion. Girls who practiced traditional religion worked less than 

Muslim girls (Bhalotra 2003). The proportions who have never attended school are 

highest among those practicing traditional religion, about 60% of girls and 55% of boys. 

Gender differences exist in school attendance; however, the gender gap is smallest among 

Christian children. 
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Different rates of poverty may explain the differences in school and work 

participation rates by religion. Muslims are largely found in the poorer northern areas of 

the country. About 33% of Christian children live in households in the two lowest 

expenditure categories, compared to about 39% for Muslim children, 58% for children 

practicing traditional religion, and about 51% of children reporting no religion. In the 

multivariate section, the study tested the effect of religion on children’s allocation of time 

after controlling for poverty and other household characteristics. 

(INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE) 

Children in the richest category have the highest school attendance rates, and the 

lowest rates for full-time work, combining work and school and those reporting neither 

work nor school. There is an upward trend in fulltime schooling by expenditure category. 

The poorest children have the lowest school participation rates and the highest rate of 

children reporting neither work nor school. Participation in school full-time increases 

with expenditure categories, whereas those reporting neither work nor school declines, 

and working full time has no consistent pattern (Figure 3).  

Kenya 

The majority (63%) of working children reported they worked at home helping on 

the farm. Less than 11% of children report any work outside the home. Table 6 presents 

the participation rates in work and school by province. With the exception of Nairobi and 

Eastern provinces, over 28 % of children reported they combined work and school. In 

Western province the proportion combining work and school was is as high as 45%. 

Coast, Nyanza, Rift Valley, and Western provinces have at least 50% of their population 

in the two lowest wealth quintiles. 

(INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE) 
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Labor force participation rates increase as children get older; these rates differ by 

gender. The proportion of children working full time, reporting neither work nor school, 

and those combining work and school increases with age, while full-time school 

participation decreases. The rates for girls working full time increase from 0.5% for 6 to 

9-year-olds to about 17% for 15 to 17-year-olds, compared to boys whose rate rises from 

0.7% to about 14% (Table 7).  

(INSERT TABLE 7 ABOUT HERE) 

There is a considerable difference in children working full time between those 

aged 15 to 17 and those younger than 14. School participation rates for both boys and 

girls are lowest among children ages 15 to 17, suggesting an early exit from school. This 

may be due partly to the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education (KCPE) national exams 

that children take at the end of primary school at about age 14. Many children may be 

unable to continue to secondary school and hence enter the labor market (Bedi, Kimalu et 

al 2004). 

The level of full-time school participation and combining work and school are 

closely linked to the level of household wealth. The proportion of children who go to 

school rises progressively with wealth. There is little variation among those who work 

full time. About 47% of children in the poorest households attend school full time 

compared to about 83% in the richest households. About 4% of children in the wealthiest 

quintile combine work and school compared to over 40% in the two poorest quintiles 

(Figure 4). Next, I present the findings of the multivariate logistic regression analysis to 

help us understand household choices in Ghana and Kenya. 
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(INSERT FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE) 

 

Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis 

The tables report the relative risk ratios for each variable in the model and their 

standard errors. The relative risk ratio (RRR) is the ratio of the probability of choosing 

one outcome category over the probability of choosing the reference category (school 

full-time). The dependent variable has four categories: school full-time (base category), 

work and school, work full-time, and neither work nor school. A value of RRR that is 

greater than 1 indicates that an increase in the predictor variable will lead to an increase 

in the child being involved in that activity relative to the child being in school full time. 

Conversely, a value of RRR that is less than 1 indicates that the predictor variable will 

lead to a decrease in the child being involved in that activity relative to being in school 

full time. (Tables A1and A2 in Appendix A.) 

Ghana 

Table A1 presents the findings for select variables from 6 models. The findings 

indicate that in Ghana, as children get older they are more likely to work full time as 

opposed to attend school full-time. The results in Model 1 indicate that girls are 

significantly more likely than boys to work full time or to report neither work nor school. 

In Model 2, with the introduction of an interaction between female and foster variable, 

gender differences are no longer statistically significant. The results suggest that the 

gender difference depends on the child’s relationship to the head of household. Foster 

girls are more likely than daughters of the head of household to work full time, a finding 

supported by Model 3. By contrast, the estimates for foster boys are not statistically 



 18 

significant, suggesting there is no difference in the treatment of foster boys and sons of 

the head of household (Model 4).  

Dummy variables for religion also suggest differences in time allocation. 

Compared to Christians, Traditionalist children are more likely to work full time, 

combine work and school, and report neither work nor school as opposed to attending 

school full time. The results also indicate that Muslims are more likely than Christians to 

work, combine work and school, or to report neither work nor school. The estimates for 

those who claim no religion indicate that they are less likely than Christians to combine 

work and school and to report neither work nor school. 

Household socioeconomic status is measured by a household’s membership in 

one of five expenditure categories. The RRR estimates indicate that the children in the 

households in the second expenditure category are more likely to work full time and less 

likely to combine work and school than those in the poorest category. The results also 

indicate that children in the wealthiest households are significantly less like to work, 

combine work and school, or to report neither work nor school. Children in the richest 

households are less likely to work full time than children in the poorest households. The 

poorest households are more likely to report neither work nor school than those in the 

other four categories. This suggests that poverty increases the probability that a child will 

neither work nor attend school. 

Dummy variables were included to capture regional differences in school and 

work opportunities. Children in the Northern region of Ghana are less likely to attend 

school than those in all other regions. For example, children in the Greater Accra region 

are about 90% less likely to work full time than those in the Northern region. Children in 
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the Western, Central, Volta, and Eastern regions are more likely to combine work and 

school than those in the Northern region. Conversely, children in Ashanti, Upper East, 

and Upper West regions are less likely to combine work and school than those in the 

Northern region.  

Results From Kenya 

The estimates of the multinomial logistic regression model for Kenya are given in 

Table A2. The models show that as children get older they are substantially more likely 

to be full-time students and substantially more likely to combine work and school. The 

estimates also suggest that as children get older they are more likely to report neither 

work nor school and less likely to be in school full-time. The RRRs for the female 

variable show that girls are less likely to work full time and combine work and school 

than boys. The results also suggest that foster children are more likely to report neither 

work nor school as opposed to being in school full-time. The foster effect is greater for 

girls than for boys; foster girls are 5 times more likely to work than attend school full 

time compared to 1.7 times for foster boys. 

Household socioeconomic status is measured by a household’s membership in 

one of five wealth quintiles. Children in Q3, Q4, and Q5 are less likely than children in 

Q1 (the poorest quintile) to be full-time workers, combine work and school, and neither 

work nor attend school as opposed to full-time students. The estimated RRRs show 

significant differences by wealth quintile in all models. The findings indicate that there is 

no statistical difference between children in Q1 and Q2 in all categories, except in 

Models 3 and 5. 

Dummy variables were included to capture regional differences in school and 

work opportunities. Regional estimated RRRs give no clear pattern on children’s time 
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allocation. Children in the Western province are more likely than Nyanza children to 

work full time and combine work and school as opposed to being full-time students. 

Children in Nairobi and Rift Valley provinces are less likely to combine work and school 

and more likely to report neither work nor school than children from Nyanza province. 

Ghana and Kenya: Comparative Analysis 

The study tested and graphed the probability that a child will attend school full 

time, combine work and school, work only or be idle, according to each wealth quintile. 

The predicted probabilities of each activity, in each country, in each wealth/expenditure 

category, and in each age group are presented in Figures B1 - B6. (see Appendix B) The 

predicted probabilities show that as children get older, the probability of their full-time 

school attendance declines. The predicted probabilities show that in Ghana and Kenya, 

wealth and expenditure differences between households determine children’s time use. 

The probability of full-time school attendance increases with wealth and expenditure. 

Children in Q1 are least likely to attend school, whereas those in Q5 have the highest 

probability of full-time school attendance. Compared to Kenya, the effect of wealth on 

school attendance is weaker in Ghana. The difference in the probability of full-time 

school attendance between the quintiles is greater in Kenya than in Ghana. In both 

countries, there is a significant drop in the probability of full-time school attendance after 

the age of 14. 

The probability of combining work and school is greater in Kenya for children in 

all quintiles. Therefore the probability of being in school – full time combined with work 

– is greater in Kenya, but the effect of wealth is negligible. Figures B3 and B6 indicate 

that the probability of school attendance is higher in Kenya than in Ghana, if we include 
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children who combine work and school. With a lower probability of combining work and 

school, Ghanaian children have a greater probability of full-time work. 

The analysis highlights three significant differences between the two countries. 

First, although household socioeconomic resources in both countries can account for the 

school attendance differences, it is the probability of combining work and school that is 

significant. The probability of combining work and school is associated with household 

socioeconomic status in Kenya, but not in Ghana. There are a large proportion of children 

combining work and school in Kenya. What is the impact of this on welfare of children in 

Kenya? Previous research has found that school attendance reduces the likelihood to 

children getting involved in the worst forms of child labor. A previous study found that 

the type of work may explain this difference (Moyi 2006). In Ghana, 57% are engaged in 

the agricultural sector compared to about 73% in Kenya. Agricultural work is seasonal, 

making it easier for children to work and still attend school. Children working as street 

vendors, kayayos, and domestic workers are more likely to spend long hours away from 

home, making it difficult for them to attend school. For example, kayayos in are mainly 

children from the poor northern areas of Ghana who migrate to urban areas in search of a 

better life.  

Second, the differences in the probability of full-time school attendance are much 

greater in Kenya than in Ghana. Children in Q5 are 70% less likely than children in Q1 to 

work full time than attend school full time in Kenya compared to 50% in Ghana. The 

large income disparity in Kenya is evident from the probability of fulltime school 

attendance. The Harambee schools are widespread and have increased the access to 
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schooling in Kenya despite their questionable quality. The quality of Harambee schools 

makes it difficult for the poor to succeed in school. 

Third, foster boys in Ghana do not face a significant disadvantage like the girls; 

however, foster children in Kenya face significant disadvantages in school attendance. In 

Ghana about 23 % (3,616) of children between 6-17 years reported they were foster 

children. Of these foster children, 53 % were girls and 47 % boys. In Kenya about 17% 

(2,739) of children between 6-17 years reported they were foster children. Of these foster 

children, about 54% were girls and 46% were boys. In both countries over 50% of the 

fostered children are girls and they are the most disadvantaged.  

The multivariate analysis presented in this section highlights the factors that 

influence the likelihood of children working full-time, combining work and school, 

attending school full-time, and neither working nor attending school. The results for both 

countries confirm that the socioeconomic status, the presence of children in the 

household, the relationship to the head of household – particularly for girls; the gender of 

the head of household, religion, and the place of residence influence children’s allocation 

of time. The results of the analysis also show that there is a strong and systematic effect 

of region on children’s time allocation in Ghana. Children in the Northern region of 

Ghana are consistently more likely to work full-time as opposed to attend school full-

time. However, in Kenya there appears to be no systematic pattern in the effect of 

province of residence on school attendance. 

Summary and Conclusions  

This study obtained interesting findings, some that support existing literature and 

others that question the literature. What determines children’s participation in school 
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and/or work in Ghana and Kenya? Is child labor concentrated in certain regions and in 

certain households, and certain children within certain households? The age of the child 

is an important factor for determining time allocation; in line with prior research, the 

findings show that older children are more likely to work full time. The study found that 

child labor is concentrated in northern regions of Ghana. These regions have a history of 

neglect from colonial times (Akyeampong and Furlong 2000; Moyi 2006). Children in 

female-headed households in Ghana are more likely than those in male-headed 

households to attend school full time than to work full time. Religion is a significant 

factor determining time allocation for children in Ghana. Muslim and Traditionalist 

children are more likely than Christian children to work full time than attend school full 

time. The presence of siblings in the household affects children’s time allocation, 

increasing the likelihood that older children will work. Foster children are disadvantaged 

especially foster girls. 

Are family resources and poverty equally determinant of children’s activities in 

both countries? The study found links between the incidence of child labor and the level 

of poverty. Poverty is indeed an important factor that explains the level of school 

participation and/or child labor. The probability of attending school full-time increases by 

the wealth and expenditure quintile; however, the difference between the poorest and 

wealthiest quintiles is greater in Kenya. Figures B2 - B6 show that after the age of 9, 

children in Q1 in Ghana have higher probabilities of attending school full time than 

children in Kenya. If we consider overall schooling (school full time and combining work 

and school) we find no wealth effect in Kenya; however, in Ghana the wealth effect is 

still evident. Combining work and school is closely linked to wealth in Kenya, Figures 
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B4, B5, and B6 show that the probability of combining work and school decrease by 

wealth quintiles.  

The study finds that the policy environment plays a significant role in influencing 

household child labor and school participation decisions. The results suggest that children 

can attend school even when poverty exists. Despite greater overall poverty in Kenya, 

more children are attending school. However, the school attendance is combined with 

work for a large proportion of the children in Kenya. The Harambee movement may be 

seen as a household commitment to schooling ad their willingness to go beyond 

government efforts to ensure their children attend school. The household commitment to 

schooling has been consistent even in the face of poverty and poor quality Harambee 

schools. The proportion combining work and school may be an indication of  this 

commitment to schooling. The impact of combining work and school cannot be 

determined by this study due to data limitations. Heady (2003) found that work outside 

the home negatively influences achievement, however, the effect of work at home is less 

clear. Work is likely to affect school participation, children are likely to struggle to 

concentrate in class and have limited time for homework and study.  

I expected differences in children’s time allocation by wealth/expenditure 

categories. The inequality in education found in the descriptive statistics is confirmed by 

the multivariate analysis for both countries. However, despite higher levels of poverty 

Kenya continues to have higher school enrollment.  

Directions for Future Research 

As in all research, there were limitations to this study. The SIMPOC and MICS 

data are cross-sectional in nature and as such cannot be used to make any causal 
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inferences on child labor and schooling. Future studies could include school variables. 

The inclusion of school variables would allow for an analysis of the effects of distance to 

school, school quality on school attendance and/or child labor. Prior research on schools 

found that the supply of quality schooling has a great impact on who attends schools in 

developing countries (Lavy 1996; Wolfe and Behrman 1984). The potential findings of 

such a study would highlight the importance of access to schools in combating child 

labor. 

Like child labor, poverty is a complex phenomenon. This study used wealth and 

expenditure categories as measures of poverty. While many countries have anti-poverty 

strategies and estimates, they use different definitions of poverty, making comparison 

difficult. This study used household expenditure categories for Ghana and a wealth index 

for Kenya, but there is a need to look beyond wealth and expenditure measures to 

accurately define poverty.    

This study found that a significant group of children in Kenya combine work and 

school. However, there is a need for more analysis on why such a large proportion of 

children combine work and school in Kenya. It is important to understand the impact of 

combining work and school on children’s grade progression and educational 

achievement. More research on those combining work and school could inform policy 

makers as they develop curriculum and schedule school times to accommodate these 

children. It is important to understand this group because prior research has found that in 

some households the income generated by children makes possible their school 

attendance; the children are able to pay their own school fees as well as those of siblings 

(Patrinos and Psacharopoulos 1997; Psacharopoulos 1997; Bass 2004). 
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In 2003, the new National Rainbow Coalition government introduced free 

primary school education in Kenya. According to some researchers, the free primary 

education resulted in the enrollment of an estimated 1.5 million children who were 

previously out of school(Vos et al. 2004). This is likely to have a significant impact on 

child labor. The increase in enrollment has overwhelmed schools in Kenya, resulting in 

crowded classrooms. Therefore, the impact of free education policies needs to be 

evaluated in Ghana and Kenya in terms of effects on school quality and educational 

attainment. 

This study has shown the relationship between poverty, child labor, and school 

attendance by children in Ghana and Kenya. It is clear that poverty is insufficient to 

explain the relationship between child labor and schooling. Further studies may help us 

understand this dynamic in these two sub-Saharan African countries, as well as the 

policies and changes necessary to provide all children in this region with an equal 

opportunity to gain an education. 
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Table 1: Socioeconomic Indicators 

 

  Ghana Kenya 

Life expectancy at birth (years) 1970 - 1975  50 51 

Life expectancy at birth (years) 1995 - 2000  60 52 

Infant mortality at birth (per 1,000 live births) 1970 111 96 

Infant mortality at birth (per 1,000 live births) 1998 67 75 

Infants with low birth weight (%) 1990 - 1997 8 16 

Daily per capita supply of calories 1970 2,242 2,187 

Daily per capita supply of calories 1990 2,611 1,976 

Population with sustainable access to improved sanitation 

(%), 1990 43 42 

Population undernourished (% total), 1990 - 1992 37 44 

Population with sustainable access to an improved water 

source (%) 1990 54 45 

Land use, arable land (% of land area) 2000 17 8 

Source: Human Development Report, various years 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 30 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: GDP per capita PPP (1990-2000)
Source: World Development Indicators, various years 
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Table 2: Education Indicators 

 

  Ghana Kenya 

Public education expenditure as a % of GNP 1985 - 1987  3.4 7.1 

Public education expenditure as a % of GNP 1995 - 1997  4.2 6.5 

Public education expenditure on primary education as a % 

of all levels 1985 - 1986 24.5 59.9 

Public education expenditure on secondary education as a 

% of all levels 1985 - 1986 29.5 17.7 

Source: World Development Indicators, Human Development Report 2001 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 2: Primary and secondary school enrollment (% 

gross) 
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Table 3: Participation rates in School and Work by region 

 
 

Region 

Work 

only 

School 

only 

Work 

and 

school 

Neither 

work nor 

school 

Western 8.7 55.5 28.8 7.0 

Central 6.8 65.9 18.4 8.9 

Greater Accra 5.7 75.9 10.4 8.0 

Volta 12.1 47.8 33.3 6.9 

Eastern 9.8 52.3 30.6 7.3 

Ashanti 7.3 74.4 10.0 8.3 

Brong Ahafo 6.9 76.3 7.4 9.4 

Northern 29.6 42.2 8.7 19.5 

Upper East 22.7 51.2 7.6 18.5 

Upper West 16.1 49.8 4.3 29.8 

Total 12.3 60.5 16.0 11.2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4: Participation Rates in School and Work by Gender  

 

 Age 6 - 9 Age 10 - 14 Age 15 - 17 

Activity Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys 

Work only 7.2 7.8 12.0 11.7 27.3 25.1 

School only 70.7 69.7 58.7 60.7 41.4 42.3 

Work & school 9.1 10.2 22.7 22.2 17.7 21.6 

Neither work/school 12.9 12.3 6.6 5.5 13.6 11.0 
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Poorest – less than 100,000 cedis; second - 101,000 - 200,000 cedis; middle - 201,000 - 500,000 cedis; 
fourth - 501,000 - 750,000 cedis; richest - more than 751,000 cedis 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: School and Work Activities by Average Household Expenditure  
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Table 6: Participation rates in School and Work by province 

Province 

Work 

only 

School 

only 

Work 

and 

school 

Neither 

work nor 

school 

Nairobi 3.4 82.8 0.3 13.5 

Central 3.9 58.2 32.8 5.2 

Coast 4.3 58.1 28.5 9.1 

Eastern 4.5 56.7 32.7 6.1 

North Eastern* 0.0 82.3 11.3 6.4 

Nyanza 4.3 50.0 39.8 6.0 

Rift Valley 3.5 56.9 33.7 5.8 

Western 6.1 43.0 45.6 5.2 

Total 4.2 56.3 32.8 6.6 

*Small urban sample 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 7: Participation Rates in School and Work by Gender  

 

  Age 6 - 9 Age 10 - 14 Age 15 - 17 

Activity Boys  Girls Boys  Girls Boys  Girls 

Work only 0.7 0.5 2.6 2.4 13.8 16.5 

School only 71.6 75.9 50.7 56.6 34.9 39.3 

Work & school 25.7 22.1 44.8 38.7 42.2 31.8 

Neither work/school 1.9 1.5 2.0 2.4 9.1 12.5 
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Figure 4: Participation Rates in School and Work by Wealth Quintiles  
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Figure B2: Ghana (10 - 14 years)
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Figure B1:Ghana (6 - 9 years)
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Figure B3:Ghana (15 - 17 years)
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Figure B4: Kenya (6 - 9 years)
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Figure B5: Kenya (10 - 14 years)
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Figure B6: Kenya (15 - 17 years)
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