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INTRODUCTION 

Resilience is defined as the “ability of people, households, communities, countries, and systems to mitigate, 

adapt to, and recover from shocks and stresses in a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability and 

facilitates inclusive growth” (USAID 2012,  5).  While there have been important gains in poverty reduction 

internationally over the last two decades, there is a concurrent recognition that without nurturing 

resilience, these gains are fragile and may risk reversal in a multi-hazard context.  Developing resilience is 

arguably a central component of ensuring sustained poverty reduction.  A key way in which resilience can 

be strengthened is through education.  In turn, resilience capacities can improve education outcomes.  

Combined together, sets of resilience capacities have the potential to contribute to sustained poverty 

reduction.   

This paper analyzes this interrelationship between resilience, education, and sustained poverty reduction 

in sub-Saharan Africa.  It synthesizes mixed-methods research by the Chronic Poverty Advisory Network 

(CPAN) to contribute to this knowledge base by focusing on data from Tanzania, Rwanda, Niger, Malawi, 

Ethiopia, Uganda, and rural Kenya, drawing out regional conclusions where possible, while also exploring 

country-level and intra-country differences.  This study adopts a resilience framing to examine the 

potential for sustained development gains through poverty reduction, within a multi-hazard context.  It 

focuses on the role of education as a resilience capacity, and other capacities improving education 

outcomes—both of which operate primarily at the adaptive and absorptive level (see Figure 1 and Table 

1).  It recognizes instances when education as a resilience capacity combines with certain resilience 

capacities improving education outcomes, which can have a transformative potential to drive escapes from 

poverty that are sustained over time.   

Figure 1: Education and resilience framing underpinning the study 

 

Resilience may involve absorptive, adaptive and transformative capacities (Bahadur et al. 2015; Shah 2019).  

Resilience capacities, in turn, are a range of capacities, assets, networks and resources that can support 

wellbeing outcomes (Shah 2019).  Table 1 outlines definitions and examples of resilience capacities for 

education, and how these might relate to wellbeing and household poverty dynamics.  Wellbeing is used 

to capture a multidimensional conceptualization of welfare, particularly with regard to qualitative data 

collection and analysis, as discussed in the methods section below.  Box 1 outlines definitions of poverty 

dynamics used in this study. 

 

Resilience… to what? Country 

specific shocks and stresses 

For whom? Individuals (focus on 

learners) and households 

Through what? Education (see representation below) 

For what? Escapes from poverty that 

are sustained over time 

A.  Education as a resilience capacity 

...that helps maintain, accelerate, or increase other 

important resilience capacities and development 

outcomes in the face of shocks or stressors.  As a 

tangible and intangible asset, education can help drive 

sustained escapes from poverty. 

  B.  Resilience capacities to improve education outcomes 

...can be strengthened by improved resilience of key 

individuals, households, communities, and education 
systems.  This needs to ensure that poor or vulnerable 

children can maintain access to quality education even 

amidst crises. 
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Table 1: Definition and examples of resilience capacities for education 

Resilience 

capacity 

Definition Illustrative example of resilience 

capacities for education and links 

to wellbeing 

Absorptive  “The ability of individuals, households, communities, or 

institutions to minimize exposure and sensitivity to 

shocks and stressors through preventative measures 

and appropriate coping strategies to avoid permanent, 

negative impacts” 

Risk awareness developed through 

schools could help minimize 

vulnerability to shocks, thus helping 

prevent impoverishment 

Adaptive “The ability of individuals, households, communities, or 

institutions to make informed choices and changes in 

livelihood and other strategies in response to longer-

term social, economic, and environmental change” 

Completion of lower secondary 

education can contribute to higher-

paid, stable job opportunities that 

can drive poverty escapes 

Transformative “The ability of communities and institutions to 

establish an enabling environment for systemic change 

through their governance mechanisms, policies and 

regulations, cultural and gender norms, community 

networks, and formal and informal social protection 

mechanisms” 

Improved education quality, pro-

poor policies, and collaborative 

gender relations can create an 

enabling environment to support 

progression through better quality 

schools in ways that could support 

pathways out of poverty 

Box 1: Definition of poverty trajectories used in this study 

Impoverishment in this study refers to the process whereby a person or household that is non-poor 

slips into poverty.  Chronic poverty is long-term poverty that persists over many years or even a 

lifetime, and is often transmitted intergenerationally.  Transitory poverty escapes refer to individuals 

or households that escape poverty and then subsequently fall back into poverty.  Sustained poverty 

escapes refer to individuals or households that escape and remain out of poverty over the long term, 

even in the face of shocks and stresses.  We contrast this with initial ‘poverty escapes’ when relying on 

two-wave panel data, where it is not possible without three-wave data to assess whether the poverty 

escape was subsequently sustained or only transitory. 

Source: Shepherd et al. 2014. 

This paper uses existing data from household surveys and life history interviews (LHIs) to illustrate the 

ways in which:    

• households use differing forms of education (e.g. formal, non-formal and informal) and training as a 

resilience capacity to escape from poverty in the short or long term; 

• households use financial and social resilience capacities to achieve formal education outcomes; 

• education policies can drive transformation at scale. Education – together with other critical assets, 

skills, resources and networks that accelerate it – acts to enable households to effectively sustain 

escapes from poverty.  The combinations of factors that contribute to these sustained escapes include 

policies (i.e. that can be consciously directed), people s own adaptive strategies, and processes of 

social change.   

The next few parts of the introduction focus on the conceptual framing, including a discussion of the 

relationship between poverty and education in sub-Saharan Africa and the empirical methods used in the 

analysis.  Subsequent sections discuss A) education as a resilience capacity, B) resilience capacities to 

improve education outcomes, and C) combinations of education with other resilience capacities in ways 

that showcase its transformative potential.  This is followed by a summary and conclusions. 
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WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POVERTY AND EDUCATION IN 

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 

 

This section presents high-level descriptive statistics on formal education in sub-Saharan Africa and 

articulates why a lens of gender and poverty is relevant in the analysis of education.  The rate of poverty 

reduction in the countries explored in this analysis are varied, depending on the rates of poverty escapes 

and in particular escapes that are sustained over time.  As illustrated in Figure 2, there was a significant 

share (although varied) of sustained escapes across countries, alongside a considerable number of both 

transitory poverty escapes and impoverishment (Diwakar and Shepherd 2018).   

Figure 2: Poverty dynamics using national poverty lines 

 

Note: Niger, Malawi, and Rwanda have only two waves of available data for this study, and so examines a one-

time escape from poverty instead of a sustained escape.  Source: Authors’ analysis of panel datasets; Diwakar 

and Shepherd, 2018. 

There is, moreover, a mutually reinforcing relationship between poverty dynamics and limited access to 

quality education (e.g. see Rose and Dyer 2008).  For example, children in persistent poverty face resource 

constraints that may prevent school attendance, or access to quality education.  With constraints to the 

acquisition of language and numeracy skills, they may not have options to improve their livelihood 

prospects, which in turn could contribute to a vicious cycle of high poverty and low formal education 

outcomes.  Relatedly, education cannot deliver better livelihoods prospects if attention is not paid to 

curricular content, skills acquisition, and labor market opportunities.  Access and quality concerns can 

amplify the prevalence and depth of these vicious cycles between poverty and low education outcomes. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is home to countries with some of the highest shares of people living under the poverty 

line and with the lowest global rates of formal education access, attainment, and achievement.  This is in 

spite of Education Sector Plans across the countries investigated offering detailed approaches to expand 

equitable access to quality general education in their respective countries (Annex A2).  Figure 3 indicates 

a moderate correlation between the share of primary school-age children who are out of school and 

poverty rates across low- and middle-income countries, with countries at high rates of each variable 

typically found in sub-Saharan Africa.  There is also a strong relationship between low levels of progression 

to formal secondary education and poverty rates, which is reflected in low rates of secondary school 

enrolment as well.   
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Figure 3: Children out of school and progression into secondary school, in low- and middle-income countries 

   
Source: authors’ analysis from WDI data (averaged over 2010–2019, except for Malawi which includes 2009 to 

allow for available data) 

These disadvantages are often accentuated for girls at the bottom of the welfare distribution (Figure 4).  

In low-income countries, “females from the poorest 20% of households are consistently less likely to 

progress: 12 poor women attend post-secondary education for every 100 poor men” (GEMR 2020,  256).  

In Niger, where the gender differences are strongest among our countries of analysis, 39 percent of girls 

of primary-school age were out of school in 2017, compared to 29 percent of boys.  Upon adolescence, 

these figures increase to 70 percent and 61 percent as a share of lower-secondary school age for girls and 

boys, respectively (WDI 2020).  However, there are exceptions to these trends, which also require 

consideration of education systems, sector plans, and challenges, outlined in Annex A1.4.  In Rwanda 

where gender-equitable policies have been strongly pursued, gender differences appear to reverse, with 

4 percent of girls and 5 percent of boys of primary-school age out of school in 2018, figures that increase 

to 8 percent and 10 percent as a share of lower-secondary school age for adolescent girls and boys, 

respectively (WDI 2020).  Malawi is another case (Unterhalter et al. 2019). 

Figure 4: Education outcomes in SSA by gender, area of residence, and including the poorest quintile, 2006–

2017    

 
Note: (Extreme) education poverty refers to people with less than (two) four years of education for the age group. 

Source: authors’ analysis of 46 countries in SSA available from World Inequality Database on Education (WIDE) 

data over 2006–2017 (mostly 2014/15) 
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Disaggregating education outcomes in sub-Saharan Africa by wealth quintile, location, and gender 

moreover reveals the presence of intersecting inequalities (Figure 4).  Out of 46 countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa with available Demographic and Health Survey or Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey data, rural girls 

in the bottom quintile on average experience lower formal education outcomes compared to rural boys 

and compared to urban girls or boys also in the lowest wealth quintile.  For example, 44 percent of rural 

girls are not enrolled in lower secondary school compared to 39 percent of rural boys, 35 percent of 

urban girls, and 31 percent of urban boys all in the poorest quintile.  And rural girls have lower outcomes 

than average in the bottom quintile across these outcomes.  As such, a lens that explores both gender 

and poverty is critical in understanding outcomes from formal schooling alongside other types of non-

formal and informal learning in sub-Saharan Africa. 

DATA AND METHODS OF ANALYSIS 

This synthesis draws on results of mixed methods research to offer insights into the ways in which differing 

forms of education operate as a resilience capacity that allows households to escape from poverty.  The 

data sources on which the country studies were based include: (i) analysis of household-level data from 

panel surveys focused on understanding living conditions and agriculture; (ii) key informant interviews 

from 2016 to 2019 with a range of policy makers, researchers, development partners and program 

implementers in the capital city and communities of fieldwork in each country; and (iii) a range of 20-150 

qualitative life history interviews per country with men and women between 2016 and 2019 to investigate 

the pathways of sustained poverty escapes.  The years of data collection per interview type and country 

are presented in Table A1.1 in the Annex.  Though none of the original data specifically aimed to capture 

the relationship between poverty trajectories and education, each of the panel surveys contained 

information about different forms of education participation or completion, while the qualitative data 

similarly typically organically included information about the role of education based on interviewees’ 

perceptions of its importance in contributing to wellbeing changes over time.  Though other literature 

describes the relationship between poverty status and education (e.g. Connell 1994; van der Berg et al. 

2011) this study s unique contribution is in linking different forms and levels of education with dynamic 

poverty trajectories, specifically the role of education in contributing to and sustaining escapes from 

poverty over time.   

The quantitative data analysis relied on panel datasets.  Panel data repeatedly surveys the same households 

over time and thus allows for poverty trajectories to be constructed.  The panel data from Tanzania, 

Uganda, Ethiopia, and rural Kenya relied on at least three time points, thus enabling sustained escapers to 

be distinguished from transitory escapers (see definitions in Box 1 above).  In contrast, panel data from 

Malawi, Niger, and Rwanda analyzed for this study rely on two time points (rather than three) and thus 

allow only initial poverty escapes or descents (rather than transitory or sustained escapes from poverty, 

requiring three-wave data) to be identified.  For the quantitative analysis, multinomial logistic regressions, 

fixed effects models, and other econometric techniques were used to explore correlation between 

poverty trajectories and education participation or completion according to years of formal schooling 

(Table 2) in Malawi, Niger, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, Ethiopia, and rural Kenya in the country studies.  

In the two-wave data, the country studies also explored the relationship between formal education 

completion and changes in monetary welfare.  Annex A1 offers a brief description of the sample used in 

each country study and the associated country reports.  While different terminology for school grades 

was used across country studies (e.g. standard, form, grade, year), this study refers simply to school grades 

for consistency. 

In this analysis, we undertake updated regressions using a consistent set of controls across countries and 

uniform inclusion of a poverty band 5 percent above and below the poverty line in which households are 

excluded, to limit measurement error and enable a more uniform discussion of results.  We do this using 
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the full sample (Table A1.2) where we group together sustained escapers and the never poor to 

understand drivers of resilience that can keep households over the poverty line.  We also undertake 

regressions using a subset relying on households that began the survey period in poverty to tease out 

differences in correlates of sustained escapes compared to transitory escapes from poverty for households 

beginning with the same poverty status.  Moreover, in all countries (except a few instances in Kenya due 

to data access limitations), the existing data analysis presented in reports is complemented by new 

additional descriptive analysis of quantitative data at the household level.   

Table 2: Years of formal schooling according to current country school systems 

Country Primary school Lower secondary Upper secondary 

Ethiopia 8 2 2 

Kenya1 6 3 3 

Tanzania 7 4 2 

Uganda 7 4 2 

Malawi 8 2 2 

Niger 6 4 3 

Rwanda 6 3 3 

The analysis of quantitative data is complemented by secondary data analysis of qualitative research studies 

based on a large suite of LHIs enabling an assessment of longitudinal wellbeing, focus group discussions 

and key informant interviews conducted between 2016 and 2019.  The specific sites within countries for 

qualitative data collection were chosen based on the prevalence of poverty trajectories (especially 

sustained and transitory poverty escapes) observed through the subnational disaggregation of panel data 

and in some cases where they were in USAID s areas of programming including its resilience focus zones.2 

Key informant interviews were also conducted at the capital city level.  Pathways of sustained and 

transitory escapes in life histories are analyzed in terms of wider macro and meso social, cultural, 

environmental, agro-economic and political contexts for a meaningful interpretation of the changing 

drivers of poverty dynamics, which include education.  LHIs are coded as cases’ to show individual stories 

as units of observation, with the list of attributes including area of residence, gender, school level 

attainment and identified poverty trajectory.  The attributes are used as the basis of comparison between 

cases.  The qualitative narratives of life history respondents referenced in this report are emblematic of 

wider trends within the country interviews, rather than exceptions.  Qualitative data are analyzed in order 

to understand, with depth and detail, the role of different forms of education in the varied sequences and 

pathways through which households escape or remain in poverty, how other resilience capacities 

contribute to improved years of schooling for households on different pathways, and what combinations 

of tangible and intangible factors may be responsible for these pathways.   

There are certain limitations to the methods.  For example, cross-country comparisons using quantitative 

data are limited because we rely on national poverty lines for within-country relevance and the panel 

survey years vary a bit country by country.  The focus on household-level poverty dynamics in the 

quantitative data analysis also hides important intra-household differentiation with regard to individual 

welfare and wellbeing.  All of this in turn limits the focus on resilience capacities to those primarily 

operating at the level of the individual and household, and with a focus on absorptive and adaptive 

capacities.  With regard to the qualitative data, interviews focused on wellbeing in a more multidimensional 

sense (see Annex A2.3) compared to a focus purely on monetary poverty.  Accordingly, the data analyzed 

 
1 Kenya had an 8-4 system until very recently, which is the categorization used in the regression analysis. 
2 Field sites in all cases referenced in this report, except for Rwanda and Ethiopia, were selected in discussion with USAID to 

reflect a spread of areas where USAID did and did not operate.  For example, the Kenya study covers an area that was in the 

Feed the Future Zone of Influence, the Uganda study covered sites where USAID was and was not operating, and the region 

selected in Niger was one where USAID had implemented a range of programs including RISE and Feed the Future. 
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in this study cover instances where different forms and levels of education were mentioned within life 

stories as being linked to wellbeing, rather than education itself being the main focus of the interviews.  

Moreover, qualitative data sample sizes and subnational geographies of coverage vary considerably by 

country, as noted above.  As with qualitative data more commonly, these are meant not for generalizability 

but to usefully understand in depth and detail the processes and sequences through which education 

combines with other capacities to nurture sustained escapes from poverty.   

EDUCATION AS A RESILIENCE CAPACITY 

Education can be formal or non-formal academic programs or formal or informal technical and vocational 

training.  This section will describe and discuss the ways in which differing forms of education deliver or 

serve as the networks, skills, assets, or resources that individuals and their households need in order to 

sustain escapes from poverty.   

FORMAL PRIMARY EDUCATION: A FOUNDATIONAL ASSET IN SOME CONTEXTS 

Regression results suggest that formal primary education completion (compared to not 

having completed primary school) is associated with a higher probability of sustaining an 

escape or being never poor in Ethiopia and Uganda, relying on three-wave panel data.  It is 

also associated with an increased probability of initially escaping poverty or being never poor 

in Malawi, Niger, and Rwanda, using two-wave data (Table A1.2; see Box 1 above for definitions 

of poverty trajectories).  When restricting the sample to households that began the survey period in 

poverty, primary education is also associated with an increased probability of sustained escapes in Ethiopia, 

Tanzania, and Malawi (Table A1.3).  Following the definitions in Box 1 above, a household whose head 

who has completed primary education is also less likely to be chronically poor in Ethiopia and Malawi, or 

to become impoverished in Rwanda (Table A1.2).  Analysis from the country studies moreover indicates 

that households in Rwanda where the head has completed primary education are 62 percent less likely to 

be poor than if the household head had no formal education whatsoever (IPAR and CPAN 2020).  In 

Uganda, other literature indicates that household heads who completed primary education earned 10 

percent more than those who failed to complete it, partly reflecting the improved ability of these 

individuals and their households to move into non-farm self-employment (World Bank 2015).   

However, in some contexts, completing formal primary education remains insufficient in 

contributing to poverty escapes.  In Malawi and Niger, fixed effects regressions suggest a negative 

association between primary education completion of the household head and monetary welfare relative 

to a baseline of heads having no or just some primary education (Scott et al. 2018; McCullough and 

Diwakar 2018).  Multinomial regression results also indicate that the probability of transitory escapes from 

poverty increases in Ethiopia (Table A1.3).  In rural Kenya, there is no statistically significant result.  In 

Kenya, other literature indicates that while getting a formal sector job was associated with having at least 

a few years of formal education, few educated people were able to secure these jobs (Kristjanson et al. 

2010).  The quantitative analysis also underlines that the relationship between primary education of the 

household head and poverty escapes is mixed (Figure 5), which may reflect poor schooling quality and/or 

weak links between the skills learned through education and the needs of the labor market.  However, in 

most countries, male heads of households were more likely than women heads to have completed 

education – even if the households were at some point in the survey period under the poverty line (Figure 

6).  The exception was in Rwanda, where rates were comparable, reflecting its gender parity in access to 

primary education since 2001 (USAID 2014). 
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Figure 5: Household heads with formal primary education completion, latest survey year  

 
Note: Data refers to completion of primary but not the secondary level of education.  Sustained escapers are 

mentioned for countries which rely on three-wave panel data (Tanzania, Uganda, Ethiopia).  Otherwise, the 

relevant bar refers to poverty escapes (Niger, Malawi, Rwanda).  Source: authors’ analysis of panel datasets 

Figure 6: Gender breakdown of primary education completion for household heads in poverty  

 
Note: sample is of households who were in poverty in at least one round over the survey period.  Source: authors’ 

analysis of panel datasets 

Quantitative findings indicate varied pathways through which households may have used formal primary 

education to escape poverty or prevent just transitory escapes from poverty.  The analysis of life history 

data suggests two pathways through which this may operate: by promoting skills to minimize exposure to 

shocks or by strengthening family planning, both with known effects on promoting poverty escapes.   

Primary education can endow individuals with skills needed to minimize exposure to shocks 

through preventative measures and appropriate coping strategies.  This was particularly 

observed for women with primary education, signaling a shift in gender and social norms.  Fieldwork in 

Ethiopia suggests that women completing primary education may be more entrepreneurial and better 

placed to cope with shocks, although this is no guarantee in itself: the contingencies of the life cycle may 

hamper their ability to use the skills which they have acquired” (Mariotti and Diwakar 2016, 21).  Similarly, 

in our qualitative data in Niger, a life history respondent named Issoufou notes that his second wife usually 

goes to the health center to vaccinate her children, compared to his first wife who did not attend school.  

This relationship reflects a well-substantiated link between maternal education and child vaccination 

(Forshaw et al. 2017).  The preparedness and planning component with links to education appears 

important in tackling sources of poverty and preventing households from falling into poverty when crisis 

strikes. 
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Education is also a known driver of family planning (e.g. Wulifan et al. 2015; Larsson and 

Stanfors 2014; Sileo et al. 2015), and family planning to reduce the share of dependents in 

households has been observed to be important for sustaining escapes from poverty.  Panel 

data results indicate that the share of dependents in households decreases as the level of formal education 

increases (Figure 7).  This pattern appears to hold across all of the countries; however, without integrating 

consideration of the availability of family planning and an understanding of gender inequalities, this remains 

purely a descriptive pattern without causal assessments.  A lower share of dependents in the household, 

indicating a higher share of working-age adults, in turn can potentially make it easier for households to 

build financial assets or resources.  This is at least partly because adult members may be more regularly 

engaged in income-generating activities that can push households out of poverty. 

Figure 7: Share of dependents (children and older people) in the household by level of education, latest survey years 

 
Source: authors’ analysis of panel datasets 

FORMAL SECONDARY EDUCATION: A RESOURCE TO SUSTAIN POVERTY ESCAPES 

ACROSS MULTIPLE CONTEXTS? 

Formal lower secondary education was often a resource or asset that could more consistently promote 

escapes and sustained escapes from poverty.  It thus differed considerably from the role of primary 

education, where more mixed findings were observed across country studies.  Secondary education differs 

substantively from primary education in many ways, including a stronger focus on specialist subjects.  

Across countries, formal lower secondary education varied from two to four years (Table 2).   

Regression findings suggest that a household head’s completion of formal lower secondary 

education is associated with a higher probability of escaping poverty or being never poor in 

all countries studied, except for rural Kenya.3 When focused on households who began the survey 

period poor, there is similarly a statistically significant positive relationship between completing lower 

secondary education and sustaining a poverty escape in Ethiopia and Malawi, but a negative relationship in 

rural Kenya.  Descriptively, panel data in most countries points to higher rates of lower secondary 

education completion for household heads that had sustained escapes from poverty in the latest survey 

relative to other trajectories where households lived in poverty at some period, though rates remain low 

for current heads across the board (Figure 8).  For example, in Rwanda, only 12.6 percent of women and 

17 percent of men aged 25 years or older have some secondary school education (UNDP 2018).  This 

 
3 Results where significant are similar when exploring households who completed upper secondary education, though the actual 

share of heads completing this level across poverty trajectories are often too small to derive meaningful conclusions.  These 

results are compared to a reference group of households who have not completed at least primary education.  Results in Kenya 

lack statistical significance at conventional levels. 
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figure drops to 4 percent from the poorest quintile nationally (United Nations Children’s Fund data).   

Figure 8: Lower secondary education completion or higher of household heads, latest survey years 

  
Note: Sustained escapers are mentioned for countries which rely on three-wave panel data (Tanzania, Uganda, 

Ethiopia).  Otherwise, the relevant bar refers to poverty escapes (Niger, Malawi, Rwanda).  Source: authors’ analysis 

of relevant panel datasets 

The benefits of formal secondary education come through many pathways, commonly 

through its use as a resource through which to acquire higher-paid, stable job opportunities 

(Higgins 2011; Gautam and Andersen 2016).  Our data outlines the sequences through which this 

relationship operates.  In Niger, for example, a government program guaranteed employment for anyone 

with a formal secondary school education.  Possibly as a result, Nigerien households with secondary 

education in the quantitative panel dataset were most likely to be schoolteachers, those engaged in 

administrative function, or those in upper management in the health sector (McCullough and Diwakar 

2018).  At least one person in the Nigerien life histories, Issoufou, noted that if he had attended school, 

he would have a good job when he joined the workforce because a program was implemented by the 

government where all students who got a diploma were automatically entitled to work in public 

administration or in the public sector.  For the older generation in some contexts, however, this was 

extended to primary completion as well.  In Ethiopia in the qualitative data, farmers who have completed 

at least formal primary education are eligible to work as salaried employees for government or private 

institutions in their areas or nearby towns (Tafere 2014).  This wage income is helpful in protecting them 

from distress sales of assets in the face of agricultural shocks (Tafere 2018).  Even for women who became 

impoverished, formal secondary education with a salary could enable a bounce back from poverty, while 

diversification sequentially helped sustain the poverty escape (Box 2).  Diversification was sometimes 

observed with agriculture through adopting a variety of crops or raising livestock alongside farming, or 

into non-farm activities alongside agriculture. 

Box 2: Escaping impoverishment through formal secondary education and diversification in Malawi 

Christina (Malawi) managed to escape impoverishment through secondary education which paved the way 

for salaried employment, which in turn offered funds through which to invest in farming and build a small 

agro-trading business. 
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Even for rural households, who may be more reliant on self-employment, completing 

secondary education was associated with households that were able to create multiple 

streams of income, both related and unrelated to their principal farming work.  In the 

literature, too, school education is often a critical determinant of job diversification, both on and off-farm 

(Gebru et al. 2018; Sekumade and Osundare 2014; Hoogenveen 2008).  In Ethiopia, average years of 

schooling in the panel dataset are higher for households that have a non-farm activity, and within that, for 

sustained escapers.  For example, on average within sustained escaper households in Ethiopia, the 

maximum years of school completion for any individual in the household is eight years for households 

with a non-farm activity, compared to six years for households without a non-farm activity.  In contrast, 

the shares are six years and five years, respectively, for transitory escapers with and those without non-

farm economic activities.  Moreover, the shares of household heads who had completed secondary 

education and sustained poverty escapes were also higher for those with a non-farm activity.  In the life 

history interviews in Rwanda, Mlali believes that he could have a wide scope of understanding and managing 

his financial affairs had he been able to acquire formal education levels beyond his primary school 

completion, suggesting that there is also an important aspect of financial management underpinning 

economic activities in the pathway out of poverty for those with secondary schooling. 

Qualitative findings consistently point to a degree of opportunity entrepreneurialism that 

often underpins these pathways.  This is distinguished from subsistence entrepreneurs, who tend to 

have lower education outcomes (Schoar 2009).  Even so, our finding may reflect a bidirectional 

relationship, where completing secondary education may contribute to entrepreneurialism, but also where 

those who have completed formal secondary education in countries with low rates of completion may 

already have a degree of entrepreneurialism.  Vincent (Malawi) was born into a poor farming household.  

He finished secondary school by paying for it with earnings from farm labor—he even moved to the 

different village to be accepted in the school.  He later migrated with his brother to South Africa and was 

a shop assistant.  He bought some goods to trade in Malawi, accumulating capital over time to buy a store 

alongside a small farm, and trade some crops, which further contributes to his widening asset base.  His 

financial preparedness through his savings enabled him access to a loan, acquired through savings-backed 

collateral, which allowed him to survive two shocks: a burglary and fire in his store.  The 

entrepreneurialism of Vincent in his livelihood activities helped him incrementally escape poverty.  In the 

Rwandan fieldwork, Yayu notes after his schooling: My parents provided me everything I needed, but 

they also used to give me a small land to cultivate, and I would use it for market-oriented farming and get 

money to pay for all my needs.”  

SKILL DEVELOPMENT: DIFFERENT FORMS OF TRAINING TO ENABLE PRODUCTIVE 

LIVELIHOODS 

The qualitative data also indicate that training, whether Technical and Vocational Education 

and Training (TVET) or more general forms of apprenticeship or trainings offered by non-

governmental organization (NGO) programs on marketable skills, is important in helping 

individuals develop marketable skills that can nurture escapes from poverty.  This is not always 

a substitute to formal education at the secondary level; rather, in some cases, technical training occurred 

after secondary education to maintain learning of respondents, while in others it allowed interviewees 

without secondary education to learn marketable skills.  The evidence on skills development in this section 

stems from the qualitative data. 

In several countries, skills training is common for households sustaining poverty escapes.  In 

Niger, skills training, particularly apprenticeships like carpentry or blacksmithing or training for drivers or 

tailors, is relatively common among households that experienced sustained poverty escapes.  In Malawi, 

vocational training of the household head is also higher among sustained escapers compared to transitory 
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escapes revealed in the fieldwork, and more common overall for men.4  In Tanzanian fieldwork, vocational 

training is also higher among sustained escapers compared to transitory escapers, typically after the 

completion of primary school.5 In Rwanda, life stories speak to training around carpentry and construction 

for boys and soap making for girls.6  

Agricultural training is also effective in rural contexts where agriculture remains the 

occupational mainstay and typically where there are foundational skills such as numeracy to 

build on.  In Kenya, Anna received training on agriculture by NGOs and the county government.  Through 

demonstration plots and field days she has learned a lot about agriculture practices that has helped her 

improve her life.  As a result, today she plants maize, green grams, sorghum, and pigeon peas on three 

acres of land, and sells the farm produce to the nearby market.  This link to the market reaffirms other 

research that an extension approach tailored to livelihood contexts rather than exclusively to crop 

production is more likely to benefit disadvantaged groups including people in poverty (Farrington et al., 

2002; Oxfam, 2014).  In Tanzania, the village authority saw Jasiri s garden and invited him to attend a three-

week special training on vegetable gardening.  After the training, he managed to produce double the quality 

green vegetables a day, allowing him to greatly increase his profits and save 10,000 Tanzanian shillings 

(US$4.30) daily.  In both cases, the interviewees had earlier completed primary school, suggesting that 

perhaps that agricultural training may be more accessible or offer better returns for individuals who have 

previously completed at least basic primary education.   

Besides TVET and NGO trainings, apprenticeships are another educational pathway, though 

more typical for boys compared to girls according to qualitative data, suggestive of the gender patterning 

of opportunity.  Apprenticeships were also more commonly available to those with appropriate social 

networks to draw on.  Another study on apprenticeships in sub-Saharan Africa found that it was the most 

important form of training in the region’s informal sector, with some evidence of increased earnings for 

self-employed individuals, though with substantial variations by training and often an inability of 

apprenticeships to lead to wage employment (Teal 2016).  In our qualitative data, too, most benefits of 

apprenticeships in contributing to poverty escapes were observed for individuals engaging in self-

employment.  Three of Balki’s children (Niger) work as apprentices with a carpenter, which they obtained 

through a connection from her husband’s work – also in carpentry.  Today, through this work combined 

with selling water in the neighborhood, her children contribute to household income.  This contribution 

has helped maintain the family’s wellbeing in spite of her husband having a work accident and no longer 

being able to work—an accident that would have otherwise contributed to the family’s impoverishment.  

Edward (Tanzania) used to spend most of his time after school and during weekends visiting his uncle s 

workshop on woodwork and mechanical services to help his uncle and learn skills in mechanical services.  

His uncle motivated him also to start training on workshop activities.  Edward then migrated to Ilula and 

started his own garage.  After two years, he decided to register his business and shift to an oil station, 

gaining customers and improving his profits.  This provided his funds with which to invest in buying assets 

(e.g. a station wagon pick-up car) to rent out, and through this process he escaped poverty.   

In some countries, fieldwork revealed evidence of adult education initiatives delivered by 

NGOs that provide functional academic skills, such as literacy and numeracy, to specific 

groups (often women), which sometimes contribute to improved welfare in the pathway out 

of poverty.  Women often access these initiatives through existing women networks.  In Kenya, a focus 

group discussion (FGD) of 10 women spoke of a program that aimed to eradicate poverty through adult 

education and training on soap making and other income-generating skills.  This Integrated Adult Literacy 

 
4 8 attributions for sustained escapers, compared to 2 attributions for transitory escapers.  Note: attributions refer to the 

number of cases that directly display particular characteristics (e.g. receipt of TVET) within life histories.   
5 8 attributions for sustained escapers, compared to 0 attributions for transitory escapers. 
6 5 cases for sustained escapers and 8 cases among the never-poor. 
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and Entrepreneurship Training aimed to reduce poverty through supporting individuals to develop their 

own enterprises.  In the life history interviews in Niger, Hadiza benefited from interventions from an 

NGO in Konni that supported women in education and economics, through which women attended adult 

school and could then receive loans of up to CFA 50,000 (US$92).  Hadiza bought a ewe with this money 

that then gave birth and so increased her livestock assets and welfare.  She also notes that I can read 

now.  Before that, I could neither read nor write.” In all of these cases, the role of multiple forms and 

periods of learning was important in contributing to improved wellbeing, reflecting the wider literature 

which points to the benefits of education and lifelong learning in contributing to long-term economic 

growth (GEMR 2017). 

COUNTRY DIFFERENCES 

There are notable country-specific differences in the role of differing levels and forms of education in 

helping households escape from poverty in the short or long term.  Two key differences are explored in 

this section: 1) the limited ability of formal primary education to contribute to poverty escapes in Niger 

and Malawi, and 2) the lack of statistical significance in the relationship between primary or lower 

secondary education and poverty escapes in rural Kenya.   

The limited ability of primary education in particular to contribute to improved welfare in 

Niger and Malawi, and its increased probability of contributing to a transitory escape in 

Ethiopia, may be at least partly linked to continued low rates of reading and writing skills 

outcomes (Table 3 and Figure 9), which can limit access to profitable employment 

opportunities.  In the quantitative data analysis in Malawi, just 48 percent of chronically poor household 

heads reported being able to read and write in Chichewa, compared to 64–77 percent among other 

trajectories (Diwakar 2019.  However, it is worth noting that the data fails to recognize this self-reported 

measure beyond a dichotomous outcome, and through its self-reporting may present a relative report.  

Moreover, among the younger generation, illiteracy may continue in spite of completion of formal primary 

education.  FGD participants in Malawi noted that repeated curriculum changes by the government in the 

past decade has resulted in the deterioration of the quality of education in the country, making it possible 

for a child who has gone through eight years of primary education to be illiterate”.   

Table 3: Literacy rates by country 

Country Ethiopia Kenya Malawi Niger Rwanda Tanzania Uganda 

Adults (15+ years) 51.8 81.5 62.1 35.1 73.2 77.9 76.6 

Youth (15–24 years) 72.8 87.8 72.9 43.5 86.5 85.8 89.4 

Data year 2017 2018 2015 2018 2018 2015 2018 

Source: UIS, 2020 

An inability to read and write may prevent access to certain employment opportunities that 

could otherwise help individuals escape poverty.  I will repeat my biggest regret in life is that I do 

not know how to read and write English and as such I know I lose out on a wide range of potential 

opportunities” (Time, Malawi).  In Niger, most interviewees who had been educated attended Quranic 

schools, where the curriculum focused on memorizing the Quran and teaching Arabic, with other literacy 

and numeracy skills absent.  For Malam (Niger), who attended Quranic school, this problem caught up 

with him when one of his bosses wanted to recruit him as manager of two stores, but he did not secure 

the job because he could not read and write.  Analysis of other quantitative data also confirms the low 

rates of young people of post-primary-school age who are able to read a simple sentence in Niger, and in 

other countries particularly among the poorest wealth quintile (Figure 8). 
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Figure 9: Percentage of 15–24-year-old young people who can read a simple sentence, by wealth quintile 

 
Source: Authors’ presentation of WIDE data 

At the same time, self-reported functional illiteracy is unlikely to be the only factor 

contributing to limited poverty escapes.  New Literacy Studies suggest that technical skills of literacy 

and numeracy are never isolated technical ‘capital’.  Instead, they may operate alongside other factors such 

as socialization via schooling and gaining confidence and voice, or they may depend on attainment of a 

completion certificate.  Even so, the examples from Time (Malawi) and Malam (Niger) above suggest that 

respondents emphasize the positive role of reading and writing in accessing certain economic activities, 

even with the right networks through existing employment.  Regardless, the intersection of these issues 

and their relation to poverty escapes require further research. 

The statistical insignificance of primary or lower secondary education to sustained escapes 

in rural Kenya could reflect the misapplication of resources towards formal school 

education.  Indeed, having at least some years of secondary education has been found to be associated 

with an increased risk of impoverishment relative to sustaining poverty escapes (Scott et al., 2018).  

Technical training and apprenticeships are commonly viewed as a second choice after the academic route 

has closed (Scott et al. 2018).  Other studies corroborate this finding, with young people having often 

inaccurate perceptions of the returns to vocational training (Hicks et al. 2011).  In rural Kenya, according 

to our qualitative data, this preference for formal education often aggravated the burden of educational 

expenses on families.  High costs of misapplied resources coupled with low quality of schooling, and weak 

links between formal education and the labor market was such that employment prospects for a person 

with a technical skill can surpass those of the routinely educated” (Scott et al. 2018, 19).  Even so, other 

research in the country indicates that getting a formal sector job is associated with formal education 

(Kristjanson et al. 2010), and that secondary education completion is associated with better performance 

on vocabulary and reasoning tests (Ozier 2018).  However, most research in the country also recognizes 

the importance of personal connections (Filmer et al. 2014), and also that only a small share of educated 

people are able to get jobs and so education on its own is often inadequate for poverty escapes 

(Kristjanson et al. 2010). 

RESILIENCE CAPACITIES THAT CONTRIBUTE TO EDUCATION 

The last section discussed different forms of education and its levels, and how these in turn operated as a 

resilience capacity.  In addition to education itself, there are other resilience capacities that make 

important contributions to education access and outcomes for the current generation of school-age 

children.  Within the panel data, we focus on current enrollment, attendance at any stage, highest level 

completed, and self-reported ability to read and write.  The qualitative data allows for other variables to 

be discussed, for example around school quality, reasons for dropout, and so forth.  In this section, we 

focus on understanding how other resilience capacities, namely assets, resources, and networks, can 

enable progression through education for children, and how these capacities are distributed.  We primarily 

rely on the qualitative data to nuance this discussion, though we also draw on quantitative data where 
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present in our dataset.  Since education can enable households to sustain escapes from poverty, 

understanding the ways in which other programs support the completion of education can illustrate 

opportunities for complementary development or humanitarian investments.   

HOUSEHOLD RESOURCES AND ASSETS THAT AFFECT EDUCATION TAKE-UP 

In Uganda and Tanzania, households that have had sustained poverty escapes are more likely 

to have their children enrolled in formal post-primary education, compared to households that 

are transitory escapers, impoverished, or chronically poor (Figure 10).  In the two-wave panel data, 

differences are only seen in favor of poverty escapes in Rwanda compared to impoverished households, 

and in Malawi compared to chronically poor households.  The results are reversed in Niger, Malawi, and 

Ethiopia, a point discussed in the “Country Differences” subsection below. 

Figure 10: Share of total children aged 15–18 enrolled by poverty trajectory, in latest survey year 

 
Note: Sustained escapers and transitory escapers are mentioned for countries which rely on 3-wave panel data 

(Tanzania, Uganda, Ethiopia).  Otherwise, the relevant bar refers to poverty escapes and descents respectively, 

using 2-wave panel data (Niger, Malawi, Rwanda).  Source: authors’ analysis of relevant panel datasets 

The qualitative data also suggest that schooling is often viewed as an important investment 

by households that have had sustained escapes from poverty.  In the majority of qualitative cases 

of households sustaining their escapes from poverty in Tanzania (16 cases), children are in formal 

secondary education, and a few (four cases) are even in university.  In Malawi and Kenya, sustained 

escapers in the qualitative data also push for university education.  I am willing to invest in the education 

of my children as I have seen how my own colleagues who had the opportunity to proceed with their 

education have prospered” (Time, Malawi).  Indeed, recognizing this importance of education in the 

pathway out of poverty, households who are able to generally use savings or sell surplus from the harvest 

in order to pay for school according to qualitative data.   

At the same time, households in some contexts so deeply value a formal school education 

that they will also use adverse coping strategies to maintain continuity of education for their 

children.  Some forego productive investments or sell assets to maintain continuity of 

learning.  This in turn limits their ability to escape poverty and can even contribute to the onset of 

impoverishment.  Kananira (Rwanda) notes: Even though we have all of the assets, we seemed to decline 

in the well-being because of many children… The cost of children s education has increased and I fail to 

achieve some goals because of those children.” Even very poor parents prioritize children s education, 

through forms of adverse coping that require reducing investment in agriculture or enterprise and limiting 

food intake (Bird et al. 2019).  This was especially true for single-parent households with children typically 

under the care of the mother (da Corta et al. 2019).  Stella (Malawi) notes that she chose to use her 

30,000 kwacha (US$39) to pay for her son s secondary school fees instead of re-investing it into her 

second-hand clothing business: I did not want my children to suffer (from a lack of education) as I did.  

My mother couldn’t afford to send me to secondary school which hurt me very much.  I wanted them to 
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move forward even if it meant my business would fail”.  Hija (Niger) has been paying for her daughter 

Halima s formal education.  When she got her secondary certificate, she was crying telling that she wants 

to continue in teaching training school”.  Hija sold materials she had bought for Halima s marriage and got 

credit of CFA 50,000 (US$92) from her nephew.  I gave these 50,000 and explained to the head master 

the situation in which I am.  He understood the situation and told me that I can pay remaining money little 

by little (10,000 per month) when I had it”.   

Another asset that households might forego in the quest to maintain formal education 

progression is their health.  Rather than a resilience capacity, this is an adverse coping strategy.  Many 

families sacrifice important investments in health to ensure education according to the qualitative data, a 

trade-off which can have implications for longer-term wellbeing.  In Rwanda, even lower-income 

households would prioritize their children s education over other expenditures, sometimes leading to 

dropping out from paying health insurance premia or contributing to adverse coping strategies by drawing 

down on their productive assets and compromising food intake, with long-term implications for household 

well-being” (Shepherd et al. 2020, 26).  In Niger, the majority of households in the panel data that received 

remittances used it for education, sometimes leading to a substitution away from health and to self-

medication instead for health issues in the event of ill health (Diwakar 2019).  If this results in lower health 

outcomes and health shocks for children, it could affect their ability to perform well in school as well as 

their longer-term wellbeing. This, as evidenced in our qualitative data, could itself lead to school dropouts.   

Transfers between different types of learning institutes were also observed in the qualitative 

data for households attempting to maintain continuity of learning in the face of resource 

constraints.  This operated through two different substitutions: 1) formal education to polytechnic 

training, or 2) between private and public education.  Abera (Rwanda) faced a sequence of health and 

business shocks that reduced his household s assets and wellbeing.  As a result, he had to stop constructing 

the new family home.  He also withdrew his children from private secondary school and enrolled them in 

a government school.  FGDs in Kenya also note that families whose children completed primary education 

and went on to polytechnic schools to learn different skills were able to save, spend more on healthcare, 

or invest in businesses, thus contributing to upward mobility of households.  This was because these 

schools were generally less expensive than secondary schools, including in terms of user costs.  Other 

literature indicates that Kenya is still trying to implement its commitment to universal secondary 

education, which might help explain these findings (Xinhua 2019).   

The emphasis placed on formal education is such that, in the absence of other forms of 

financing, there is a trend of children working or finding alternatives to pay for their own 

education.  Thokozani (Malawi) paid for his school by cultivating a small dimba garden during the holiday 

and would then ask my father to look after it and the sell the produce on my behalf raising money for 

school fees in advance for the next term”.  Mkiwa (Tanzania) collected firewood from the bush every 

Saturday to support his family and his school needs as a child and would also sometimes skip school when 

his parents asked him to join them in doing casual labor.  Idriss (Niger) was a Quranic student, where 

parents would give us money to face certain expenses; but most of the time we took refuge in begging”.  

In Kenya, Constantine s teachers would allow for his delayed school fees payments because of his strong 

grades.  They believed I was an asset in that if am dismissed of fees every time and then my performance 

could drop and since I was always the best, schools mean score would go down in the final national 

examinations.” As a result, he continued to pay the balance the year after his school through engagement 

in casual work.   

CREDIT AND ASSISTANCE TO ENSURE CONTINUITY OF LEARNING 

Education is commonly financed through participation in savings groups or microfinance—

the latter sometimes drawing households deep into debt.  The literature indicates that the main 
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motivation for saving in Africa is for formal education purposes, with savings more commonly accrued 

through informal savings clubs or a person outside the family, compared to financial institutions (Zins and 

Weill 2016).  In our qualitative data in Kenya, secondary education was mostly financed via loans from the 

Village Savings and Loans Association, the Kenya Rural Enterprise Program (K-Rep), NGO scholarships, 

bursaries through the County Development Fund, or teachers’ savings and credit cooperative 

organizations.  The qualitative data indicates that financing secondary education is the biggest household 

expenditure and appears to constrain the economic ability of households to escape poverty or sustain 

their escapes until all children finished school (Scott et al. 2018).  In Malawi, alongside reliance on credit 

or savings groups, owning productive assets such as rental property is another store of capital that 

households use to cover education costs.  In Rwanda, chronically poor households use community savings 

groups (tontines) as a source of financing for education.  The loans are relatively small and short-term, 

with interest rates between 5 and 10 percent.  Mugaragu (Rwanda) and her husband mostly take credit at 

the start of the school year: The main reason for taking credits in the savings group is school fees because 

I have so many children, and I pay for all of them without any external support.” In some cases, failure to 

repay loans can create stressful conditions for children s learning.  Thokozani s (Malawi) father got a loan 

from one of the microfinance institutions… We had to repay from the money I was raising for my school 

fees for him to avoid being incarcerated, which greatly affected my school performance.  I could not pay 

school fees on time and this created some psychological challenges which made it extremely difficult for 

me to concentrate on my education.” 

In other instances, in both the qualitative and quantitative data, aspects of education are 

supported through various forms of financial and in-kind assistance.  In the panel data, receiving 

public assistance in households with widowed, divorced, or separated women in Malawi is also associated 

with improvements in education of children, indicative of the role of gendered economic inclusion in 

facilitating social inclusion outcomes for children (Diwakar 2019).  In the Malawi fieldwork, moreover, 

focus groups were supportive of Christian missions who helped provide scholarships and school 

infrastructure.  In Rwanda, the Fond d Assistance pour le Rescapes du Genocide paid fourth- to sixth-

grade fees and four years of higher-education fees for genocide survivors children unable to pay (Palmer 

and Firmin 2011).  These findings more generally align with the body of intervention literature that 

documents the positive impact of household-level cash transfers on school participation for children and 

young people (Snilstveit et al. 2016).   

For the current generation, free primary education more generally (discussed in the next 

section) has also helped increase the number of children attending and staying in primary 

school, while food programs where available have also acted as a motivator for children’s 

schooling.  Regarding food programs, Boma (Tanzania) remembers that I didn t like missing school, not 

only due to lessons we studied but also due to the food we were given; the food we were provided was 

very different and delicious from the ones we ate at home, for example the porridge was cooked with 

milk while potatoes were cooked with cooking oil, so this was a motivation to majority of pupils including 

myself”.  Aicha (Niger) also recounts World Food Programme s implementation of a school canteen in 

the village, as it offers children the opportunity to eat there and encourages poor households to send 

their children to state schools where these programs exist.  Globally, school feeding programs are 

potentially promising interventions to improve education participation and learning outcomes, but their 

impacts depend highly on context (Snilsveit et al.  2016).  For example, school feeding programs may be 

most effective in areas of high food insecurity and low school participation.  These may be reflective of 

experiences for some of the poor respondents within the study sites where the qualitative data analyzed 

for this study were collected. 
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SOCIAL NETWORKS TO SUPPORT SCHOOLING 

In many families, the costs of education are shared with older siblings.  It is largely accepted in 

Kenya that older siblings support younger children, and so are more likely to be pushed by parents to 

achieve better education.  Rispah s family (Kenya) struggled to pay school fees.  She expects her children 

to remit money to help with schooling their younger siblings.  At the time of the interview, both her sons 

were remitting money, even the eldest who has children of his own.  Catherine (Kenya) notes that due 

to my father s irresponsible drinking, he only managed to educate the eldest son up to the form four”.  

However, this son was able to educate his brothers up to the same level.  Ssenyonjo (Uganda) left school 

upon his father s death to support the education of his younger siblings (Figure 11).  In Rwanda, too, 

remittances in life histories are typically mentioned in the context of small, irregular cash help for parents 

and siblings, before the sender begins their own family.  The cases discussed mainly refer to boys, 

suggesting gender differences in line with the large literature on the pernicious impacts of sibling care for 

girls (Weisner et al. 1977; Lancy 2015; Jakiela et al. 2020).  The evidence here suggests that older brothers 

play an important financial role and that the gender differential in continuing to educate primarily younger 

male siblings continues, particularly in the face of resource constraints. 

Figure 11: School drop-out to support education of siblings, followed by a transitory escape from poverty 

 

These social networks are not necessarily contained within the nuclear family, according to 

the qualitative data.  In Malawi, a supportive wider family network is sometimes activated to help 

ensure learning continuity for orphans and siblings.  Khelile (Malawi) was selected to Bakhita Secondary 

School but while she was in grade one her mother died.  Fortunately, her aunt took over the responsibility 

of taking care for her including meeting her school needs.  When she reached grade three, Bakhita 

secondary school was closed.  Her aunt, who was a secondary school teacher at St Michaels Girls 

Secondary School in Mangochi, secured a place for her at her school.  Similarly, James (Malawi) started 

school at the age of 10 years when he went to stay with his elder brother.  His brother enrolled him in 

school and paid his school fees until he completed his primary education.  He then went to Mangochi 

secondary school as a day scholar, staying with some distant relatives.  In Kenya, Boniface left primary 

school as he was unable to afford school fees.  He then went to work for a bishop who sympathized with 

him and paid for his secondary school fees and took him to college.  However, social networks may 
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sometimes disadvantage girls, while extended families may also be impoverished by these kinds of 

obligations (Tafere 2018).  Lembwene (Tanzania) remembers: Occasionally, my mother used to receive 

some support from her brother – my uncle who unfortunately used to discourage girls from going to 

school”. 

Having a teacher either in the family network or as a friendly acquaintance nurtured through 

schooling increases the chances of education progression according to some life histories.  Bejina 

(Kenya) recalls: We did not school properly, our parents did not have money but one of my brothers 

managed and became a teacher”.  In turn, four of her brothers completed school, albeit with struggle 

and strain”.  Similarly, Salome s (Kenya) brother paid for her school fees, while her older sister, a teacher, 

provided her college tuition.  Uwera (Rwanda) studied in a primary school owned by their uncle.  In 

Malawi, Vincent attributes his success today as a grocery store owner, crop trader and farmer to his 

completion of secondary school in spite of childhood poverty.  He passed primary school but was not 

selected to go to government school.  However, he talked to a secondary school teacher he was friendly 

with who helped him find a government secondary school.   

COUNTRY DIFFERENCES AND ADVERSE COPING STRATEGIES 

There were several country differences in the strength and manifestation of resilience capacities, as well 

as examples of adverse coping strategies that limited the effectiveness of resilience capacities. One 

difference observed in the qualitative data is in the reliance on social networks in different 

countries.  Life stories in Rwanda showed little reliance on social networks compared to Kenya, where 

extended families are commonly mobilized for education support.  In all countries, moreover, social 

networks were often lacking among chronically poor households in the qualitative data.  For those that 

did have these networks, they could sometimes be a double-edged sword due to high expectations of 

reciprocity that might, for instance, result in households sending family members to migrate abroad to 

generate income to help settle debts incurred for social events within these networks (Tafere 2018).  

However, even in Kenya where reliance on family-based social networks is common, in some cases the 

sacrifices to educate children through selling land and livestock could be one-sided, with children not 

helping their parents later in life (Scott et al. 2018). 

In families with a large number of children, social networks may be spread too thin.  As a 

result, some households may make decisions to forego education, while others may educate 

children selectively, with this selectivity operating as an adverse coping strategy.  In the wider literature, 

decisions around selective education are often linked to resource constraints and influenced by a range of 

factors such as seasonality, area of residence, and gender (Maralani 2008; Boyle et al. 2002; Hermalin et 

al. 1982).  This was also observed in the qualitative data.  Daniel (Uganda) went to school until Senior 4.  

His father had worked in a bank and used his pension to educate the children.  But he had seven children 

and the money was all spent.  As Daniel was the youngest, he had to stop going to school.  Joseph (Rwanda) 

gets money for books and pays fees from the CARE Tontine but cannot afford school feeding.  As a result, 

he is concentrating on educating his oldest male child, while the others are encouraged to stop.  A boy 

can manage on just one meal a day”.  Large family size was also commonly noted as reasons to stop 

schooling in Kenya and Malawi.  In Kenya, qualitative data suggests that the selection of the main  

investment child for the family was seen in the generation when interviewees were of school-going age, 

though this trend was not carried through for their own children.  Even so, among the chronic poor, 

investment in post-primary schooling was typically made for one child – a strategy that can reinforce 

inequities based on gender or disability.   

A shock unmitigated by supportive networks and which contributes to school dropouts is 

teenage pregnancy.  Qualitative data reveals that teenage pregnancies regularly lead to dropping out of 

secondary school, especially in Malawi and Rwanda.  In Rwanda, Aline dropped out after S4 when she got 
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pregnant.  She tried to go back to school after giving birth but lacked support from her family.  As a result 

of teenage pregnancy, Stella (Malawi) dropped out of secondary school and fell into poverty – ganyu labor 

and farming a one-acre farm with little knowledge of how to farm.  Her boyfriend was encouraged to 

finish secondary school and take a two-year electrician course before marrying her.  Girls dropping out 

of school upon getting pregnant appears common in the qualitative data and is also reflected in the wider 

literature.  For example, in Malawi, the rate of pregnancy among teenage girls increased from 25 percent 

to 29 percent between 2010 and 2016, with a correlation between dropouts and the risk of teenage 

pregnancy (Jensen and Kamthunzi 2019).  The relative strength of these pregnancies as drivers of dropout 

in Rwanda and Malawi could be due to higher rates of school attendance at the secondary level, compared 

to Niger, for example, where even though there is a high rate of teenage pregnancies outside of marriage, 

secondary school attendance remains low in general, especially for girls in and around the poverty line.  

Indeed, looking at net enrollment ratios for girls at the secondary level, rates for Rwanda and Malawi 

stood at 33.1 percent and 31.6 percent on average over the last decade, compared to 12.3 percent for 

girls in Niger (WDI 2020). 

In other instances, there is an important gendered component whereby polygamy and 

divorce affect children s education.  Narratives of this were especially common in life histories in 

Malawi and Niger.  Moustapha (Niger) recalls: I had two stepmothers and relations were generally tense 

because my mother was divorced from my father.  It is this situation that is even the cause of my leaving 

school.” He missed his exams and did not return the following school year.  In Rwanda, in most cases of 

divorce or abandonment the mother is responsible for the children, and there is no mention of any 

economic support for the children from fathers, though local authorities try to ensure that fathers do 

contribute.  For chronically poor single mothers, abandonment without assets to fall back can lead to 

hunger and children taking time out to work” (da Corta et al. forthcoming, 26).  In Malawi, this was 

aggravated in situations where the mother would take care of children from multiple relationships without 

support from the divorced or separated fathers, or from her parents.  It also led in some instances to 

children boarding with aunts or uncles but ultimately dropping out of formal education due to difficult 

relationships with relatives and in some instances abuse.   

TRANSFORMATIVE RESILIENCE: COMBINATIONS FACILITATING 

SUSTAINED ESCAPES FROM POVERTY 

The sections above described how education serves as a resilience capacity, and how other resilience 

capacities can also contribute to education progression and completion.  We now bring these two 

narratives together to explore the role of important combinations of different types and levels of 

education with other key resilience capacities within enabling environments that together have the 

transformational potential to drive or critically enable sustained escapes from poverty.   

While it is intuitive that single variables rarely explain why or how people or households escape from 

poverty, this paper explores which sets of factors together may contribute to sustained escapes observed 

in the countries under study.  The factors evidenced here are combinations of policies that can be 

consciously directed, and of people’s own adaptive strategies, alongside processes of social change.  The 

transformation literature tends to focus on systems-level change (e.g. Shah 2019; World Bank 2016), so 

the fact that systems are multi-tiered renders a focus on multi-level factors working together particularly 

important for the present analysis.  This transformative agenda articulates why education sector 

professionals and policymakers should be interested in development policy and social change beyond 

education. 
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EDUCATION AND ECONOMIC COMBINATIONS TO ESCAPE POVERTY 

Some of the successful combinations in sustaining poverty escapes came from individual and household-

level strategies, embedded in an enabling policy context.  We focus first on summarizing the micro 

strategies discussed in previous sections.  While the earlier discussion focused on sequences, we extend 

the analysis here to the role of successful individual and household combinations in Part 1 below, before 

moving on to the enabling environment that supports these combinations in Part 2. 

PART 1: INDIVIDUAL AND HOUSEHOLD STRATEGIES 

Completing formal education (often post-primary) in a region or community with strong 

labor market links, sometimes through government programs directed to primary or secondary school 

graduates, may nurture sustained escapes from poverty.  Literature supports the link between formal 

education and ‘stable employment’ (Sumberg 2019) and high economic returns (Colclough 1982; 

Colclough et al.  2009; Hanushek and Woessmann 2008), recognizing these pathways to be mediated by 

a range of factors including poverty (Higgins et al. 2008).  Salaried (formal) employment, though more 

generally attainable in some countries, such as Kenya, is often a golden goose’ unavailable to the majority 

of people in or near the poverty line (Scott et al. 2016).  Instead, informal employment is much more 

common, even in instances where labor-intensive structural transformation is taking place. 

In the absence of strong labor market links, education (typically at least lower secondary 

education, or primary education with training courses/TVET) coupled with economic 

diversification into non-farm activities and enabled through financial inclusion is a common 

pathway out of poverty according to qualitative data.  Diversification for sustained escapers was 

typically into non-farm enterprises alongside agriculture.  In Kenya, Salome recalls that she went to 

secondary school in the village where her brother resided.  He paid her school fees.  Her older sister, a 

teacher, then enabled her schooling into college, where she was trained and met her husband, and 

eventually became a teacher herself.  Today, she and her husband are both employed and able to invest 

in land and a small business selling agricultural produce.  In Tanzania, the strategies sustained escapers 

pursued in escaping poverty included: 1) gaining access to assets, 2) diversifying into farm and non-farm 

businesses, 3) further expanding, and 4) increasing the pace of borrowing and investing (da Corta et al. 

2018).   

Beneficial financial inclusion is crucial in supporting these strategies.  A study of 37 countries in 

Africa indicates that formal financial inclusion is positively associated with completion of formal secondary 

or tertiary education, but negatively associated with gender (Zins and Weill 2016).  For women in Tanzania 

in our dataset, favorable finance without assets was managed through involvement in NGO finance, 

borrowing from female networks, or receiving support from brothers (da Corta et al. 2018).  It is this 

type of multi-level combination—often secondary education paving the way for salaried employment, 

coupled with diversification and financial inclusion within an enabling environment—that can contribute 

to transformative change. 

Entrepreneurialism coupled with continuous non-formal learning beyond secondary 

education is another force for sustained escapers to maintain welfare gains.  In Tanzania the 

fieldwork revealed that sustained escapers were characterized by ambitious and entrepreneurial 

behaviors, attempting to save in order to invest in new income-generating activities.  This was sometimes 

combined with informal learning.  When Celestin left school in 2007, a friend taught him construction and 

how to cut trees for timber.  As he lived at home, he used the money he earned for clothes, a goat and 

savings.  In 2008, he constructed his neighbor’s house and through this gained experience and popularity.  

In 2009, his goats produced three kids, which he sold and used the proceeds to buy trees, and later sold 

timber to finance his own house construction.  In Malawi, Thokozani similarly notes: I have developed 
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skills to connect and interact with extension workers which have helped me to advance my farming.  This 

is the case because I have realized that modern farming requires learning constantly new skills and these 

skills can only be learnt from extension workers”.  This learning has also enabled him to move out of 

tobacco farming when prices were no longer profitable, while other farmers remained engaged in the 

activity.  This ability to maneuver out of unprofitable activities is a critical adaptive capacity that can ensure 

continued welfare improvements.  FGD participants in Kenya similarly felt that helping people become 

better informed”, for example through training seminars, can help prevent people falling back into 

poverty.  FGDs in Tanzania affirmed that a lack of agricultural extension education could contribute to 

economic decline.  In these examples, it was the combination of secondary education, entrepreneurialism 

and continued learning through an enabling environment of accessible extension services that allowed 

households to sustain poverty escapes. 

PART 2: ENABLING POLICIES AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

A context of enabling policy and infrastructure is critical in nurturing the combinations listed 

above in a way that can promote transformative change observed through sustained escapes 

from poverty.  In this section, we discuss ways that this environment, including education policy, has 

had differential impacts on households on different poverty trajectories based on the qualitative data.  We 

do not make any judgment on education policy itself, which is beyond the scope of this analysis. 

The availability of school infrastructure has had impacts on the ability of households on 

different poverty trajectories to access formal education for their children.  The quality of 

school infrastructure and staffing in turn also helps explain levels of participation in schooling (Melin 2001).  

Tanzanian FGD participants noted that upon the introduction of secondary education, the government 

constructed ward (local) secondary schools, which saved household finances otherwise spent on renting 

accommodation near schools further away.  Short courses in teacher training were also helpful in 

mitigating concerns over shortage of teachers and in employing educated people in the villages (da Corta 

et al. 2018).  In Rwanda, the introduction of state-funded 9 Years Basic Education (9YBE) and 12 Years 

Basic Education (12BYE) schools in 2009 and 2012, respectively, has increased enrolment.  However, many 

schools are not within walking distance of villages and so incur additional costs of transport, board, and 

food that are often beyond the capacity of poor families (Bird et al., 2019).  Moreover, even where more 

infrastructure is present for schools, there are limited inclusive learning environments supporting children 

with disabilities according to the fieldwork in rural areas.  In Niger, FGD participants noted that there was 

not a difference in education for children from rich and poor households since the closest school was in 

a village far away (at least 1.5 hours walk) in one instance, or in another discussion there was only one 

primary school in the area that catered to everyone.  Most children were instead registered in the Quranic 

schools because they are more local or physically accessible. 

Demands on household budgets affect what households can pay for schooling, even where 

education charges no tuition or testing fees (Table 4).  In Tanzanian qualitative data, extending 

free education from primary to secondary school in 2015 increased the amount of disposable income 

families had for other income-generating activities and assets.  Even so, hidden or residual costs of 

educating children are common across countries.  School supplies, uniforms, PTA contributions, and 

school maintenance fees are among the costs that render free education a distant reality according to 

various studies covering countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Akaguri 2014; Kattan and Burnett 2004; Vavrus 

and Moshi 2009; Tomasevski 2003).  Similarly, fieldwork in Kenya reveals that an increase in school fees 

in some localities intended to “hire more PTA7 teachers, buy books and pay school workers such as 

watchmen… is a burden to the parents”.  In Malawi, FGD participants spoke of unnecessary payments for 

formal education that stopped children from attending school, and consequently high rates of children 
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being involved in casual labor to support household expenses.  In Ethiopia, according to other studies, 

communities are encouraged to contribute labor, materials, or money to expand and maintain schools 

and cover the cost of teaching materials (Joshi and Verspoor 2013).  FGDs in Uganda attributed downward 

mobility of households between 2006 to 2011 to a gradual increase in tuition fees, among other things.  In 

Rwanda, parents need to cover costs of uniforms, shoes, books, and stationary.  The chronic poor who 

receive direct income support from government often use these funds to cover such educational expenses.  

Even at free secondary schools, registration fees, lunch, or a teacher s motivation fee’ can dissuade 

children from continuing school.  Households that are able to avoid paying some of these fees might find 

their children being treated as second-class students, missing out on midday meals or not receiving their 

annual report cards to monitor progress (Bird et al. 2019).   

Table 4: Free primary and secondary education introduction 
Indicator Years of free educ.  guaranteed in 

legal frameworks, 2018 (UIS) 
Free primary education 

policy/ fees abolished 
Free secondary education 

policy/fees abolished 
Ethiopia 8 1994 UGSE plan- 2010 
Kenya 12 2003 2008; further fee scrap in 2018 
Malawi 8 1994 2018 abolish tuition fees 
Niger .. Yes 2018 up to 16 years promised 

Rwanda 9 2003 9YBE 2009 and 12 YBE 2012 
Tanzania 7 2001 2015 
Uganda .. 1997 2007 

Sources: UIS 2020; World Bank 2009; Oketch and Rolleston 2007; Upper Quartile 2015; Right to Education 

2016; Reliefweb 2018; O Donoghue et al. 2018; Gbre-eyesus 2017; Clark 2015; Nation 2017; Phiri 2018. 

These costs tend to increase as children get older.  The transition between primary and 

secondary school is a key obstacle in education progression, on account of many factors, including 

cost.  Studies on education participation in sub-Saharan Africa corroborate that income is a strong 

predictor of participation, with individuals in the richest quintile having at least six times the chance of 

being in grade 9 compared to those in the bottom two quintiles, and with inequalities widening between 

primary and secondary levels (Lewin and Akyeampong 2009).  In our qualitative dataset, even among 

households that escaped from poverty in Malawi and Kenya, learners dropped out of school during these 

transition years due to increased costs or failing exams.  In Tanzania, the cost of formal education beyond 

school fees (e.g. for uniforms, books and shoes) was an important issue mentioned in chronically poor 

respondent narratives, putting a strain on household finances.  Life histories indicate a clear distinction 

between costs in primary education that involves typically smaller contributions for study materials and 

food, and in some cases full payment requirements for secondary school, often involving boarding and 

travel costs.  In Rwanda, a student in secondary school “needs to pay RwF 15,000 for food, RwF 9,000 for 

buying materials and paying those who cook lunch for them.  At the end of the day, a student will have to 

pay RwF 24,000 [US$24] per term in total and many people cannot afford that” (F-FGD, Rwanda).   

The introduction of free formal education in some contexts has been at the expense of 

education quality.  Other studies mirror this concern, though indicating mixed performance in the 

Southern and Eastern Africa region (Acedo et al. 2012; UNESCO 2004; Makuwa 2010).  In our qualitative 

data, FGD participants in Tanzania felt that the quality of formal education was poor and the education 

syllabus kept changing which worsened the continuity of learning.  These weaknesses were attributed to 

poor supervision and corruption, and has led to most transitory and sustained escapers attempting to 

send children to private schools instead (da Corta et al. 2018).  Another study in the literature (Hartwig 

2013) of 56 villages in Tanzania finds that private secondary schools have an average pupil-teacher ratio of 

23.5:1, compared to 61:1 in government schools.  Moreover, improving or maintaining academic 

performance was a topic in all the private schools’ annual parent-teacher meetings, compared to just over 

half (53 percent) in government secondary schools (Hartwig 2013).  Parents’ payment for private 
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education and boarding secondary schools also allowed children who did not pass secondary school exams 

to still progress into higher education.  In Malawi, an FGD observed that over the past 10 years, the 

government has changed the school curriculum several times.  The constant changes have, according to 

participants, contributed to the deteriorating quality of formal education.  Perceptions of poor schooling 

quality have led both sustained and transitory escapers to invest extensively in private secondary schooling.  

In Rwanda, studies indicate that large class sizes and book shortages negatively affect education quality 

(Williams et al. 2014; Nyirandikubwimana et al. 2019).  In our fieldwork in Rwanda, Ndoba wants to 

transfer his son to private primary school costing almost RwF 30,000 (US$30) a term because the public 

schools in this village do not give high quality education”.   

Other literature corroborates these quality concerns, with negative effects on income 

growth and poverty reduction.  In a Tanzanian assessment of children’s attainment of learning 

outcomes, 70 percent of students completed grade two without meeting numeracy standards for the level, 

while similar results were observed in Kenya and Uganda around students’ cognitive skills (Uwezo 

Tanzania 2011; Filmer et al. 2014).  These findings hold for the subset of children who have completed 

formal primary education (Figure 12).  In response, improving the quality of this education is found to be 

an important determinant of increasing individual earnings in the labor market and spurring economic 

growth (Hanushek and Woessmann 2008; Barro and Lee 2001), enabling households to escape poverty 

(van der Berg, 2008).  In contrast, low quality schooling, characterized by “wasted learning time, 

incomplete coverage of the curriculum, weak subject and content knowledge among teachers, low 

cognitive demands placed on learners and exceedingly poor educational outcomes” can increase dropouts 

and also contribute to poverty traps (Spaull 2015, 37; van der Berg et al. 2011). 

Figure 12: Reading proficiency of students at the end of primary school 

 
Note: levels in legend refer to levels of reading proficiency.  Source: SACMEQ 2007, in Filmer et al. 2014 

Shocks to schooling can also aggravate quality concerns, with implications for the ability of 

households in the wider community to sustain poverty escapes.  In Kenya, according to FGDs, 

one such shock was the general election in 2017.  It affected formal education continuity for children 

reliant on financial support, as bursaries could not be disbursed due to repeat elections.  Student strikes 

as well resulted in destruction of school facilities across the country, leaving parents to replace these 

facilities.  Teacher strikes in 2013 also affected children s education directly and indirectly.  The strikes 

resulted in disruption in continuity of learning.  They also potentially increased food insecurity for 

households that now had the additional expense of providing midday meals for children no longer 

attending school.  Indirectly, too, children s formal education was likely to have been affected through 

disruptions in socio-economic welfare.  Businesses were affected as teachers tend to take goods on credit 

which they normally clear at the end of the month.  Striking teachers also engaged most of the manual 

jobs in rural areas, thus displacing laborers who would have otherwise had these jobs.  In households with 

business owners and manual day laborers that relied on these income sources, children may have seen 

their wellbeing suffer through additional resource constraints. 
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The factors discussed so far are combinations of policies and infrastructure, which can be consciously 

directed, and people s own adaptive economic strategies and resilience capacities.  Alongside these 

strategies operate processes of social change and socially driven strategies and resources that together 

with education can contribute to sustained escapes from poverty.  We discuss these social change 

processes and strategies next. 

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND COLLABORATION TO SUSTAIN POVERTY ESCAPES 

Similar to the economic combinations above, some of the successful social combinations in sustaining 

poverty escapes came from individual and household-level collaborative strategies, influenced by a wider 

context marked by shifting gender and social norms.  We focus first on the micro strategies in Part 1, 

before moving on to the enabling normative context in Part 2.  Both are necessary for transformative 

change observed through sustained escapes from poverty. 

PART 1: INDIVIDUAL AND HOUSEHOLD STRATEGIES 

Primary (or ideally lower secondary) education, coupled with supportive social networks, is 

a common pathway out of poverty for sustained escapers.  Fieldwork in Tanzania suggests that 

education plus family networks, coupled with vocational training, is particularly useful in building skills and 

connections for labor market opportunities that could in turn contribute to poverty escapes.  Networks 

can also help guard against poverty descents after escape, thus ensuring sustained escapes.  Fieldwork in 

Kenya showed that, while education was an important precondition for a salaried job, the role of social 

connections and networks was critical in getting children through school and beyond.  When my husband 

died, I went to his boss to seek help.  He asked how he could help; I requested him to employ my child 

and one of my sons got a job in that company… that helped us a lot” (Igina).  Fieldwork in Rwanda suggests 

that even though technical and tertiary education for the few who have it has enabled salaried work and 

stable incomes, farming of food crops even through small farms was an important aspect in helping to 

assist with the investment costs, and as insurance to fall back on, and as family subsistence support” (da 

Corta et al. forthcoming,1).   

A collaborative spousal relationship is another form of social network that—alongside skills 

through formal education or informal training—can enable multiple non-farm activities or 

enterprises alongside farming and contribute to continued improvements in welfare.  

Collaborative relations were observed in the fieldwork, for example in terms of mutual support, transfers 

of capital, partnership activities, and sharing household expenses.  Children of married couples who had 

collaborative relations tended to have a higher chance of completing formal education.  Umwiza (Rwanda) 

and her husband share household expenses, where her husband is responsible for the children's school 

fees and Umwiza took care of the household expenses.  James (Uganda) went to a school for children 

with disabilities until Primary 5.  Today he repairs radios, cuts hair, and cobbles shoes.  He trained for hair 

cutting at school, but he has no money for clippers so he uses a comb and a razor blade.  His wife Ruth 

cultivates their two acres of land where they grow soya, beans, cassava, pigeon pea and groundnut, which 

she sells at the local market.  When they have enough money, she pays to hire labor to help her on the 

land.  Albanas (Kenya), who completed fourth grade, notes that his income through migration and salaried 

work plus his wife s farm activities in dairy trading allow them a comfortable living even while providing 

for their children s education.  Expanding the farm business through more land and irrigation technology 

has further strengthened their resilience. 

Box 3: Collaborative spousal relationships and diversification in Tanzania 

Fide (Tanzania) is married to a truck driver who used to travel to other regions of the country for long 

periods.  I had no courage to tell him to stay”, she says.  In early 2001 she was identified by village leaders 

to participate in the single mother support program” where she earned some income and received 
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training on cookery, community health, business and project management.  In 2002 she joined a women's 

group which was running a business decorating venues.  She developed decorating skills and earned income 

which she accumulated and used to rent a farm where she cultivated maize and opened her own 

decoration business. 

Earning more money increased her negotiating power to call her husband to order.  Harvesting lots of 

maize in my first year of farming gave me courage and I felt like I could take of my life…  I also got courage 

of talking with my husband…  I told him that his business of moving here and there with trucks was not 

benefiting me.  I told him that we should separate so that I can keep in my mind that I have only my 

children and I shouldn t think about you and also he shouldn t think about me.” Based on this threat her 

husband returned and settled home. 

She later expanded her decoration and farming business and convinced her husband to deal with farming.  

They rented eight acres of farmland together and used the harvest money to buy a truck.  They diversified 

from maize to producing tomatoes.  Today she pulls through when facing shocks due to her catering 

business, having diversified her sources of income from both agriculture and the rural non-farm economy.  

Collaboration with her husband and the agency she has exerted over time have been key to her 

household s ability to sustain a poverty escape. 

 

 

While these combinations were all effective in enabling education to contribute to sustained 

escapes from poverty, those who reached higher levels of wellbeing after their escape were 

typically able to draw on more than one of these combination sets.  Fieldwork in Tanzania 

revealed that sustained escapers were entrepreneurial, relatively young to middle age, in good health, had 

collaborative spousal relationships, and often had at least some secondary schooling (da Corta et al. 2018).  

In Kenyan fieldwork, the most common strategy was migration of the male head to an urban centre, 

coupled with agricultural investments by the female head remaining in the village with the children, and 

where formal education of children was also prioritized to maintain welfare gains in old age.  In this 

process, good marital relations were mentioned in several life history interviews to nurture this sustained 
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escape pathway (Scott et al. 2018).  Fieldwork in Uganda indicated that households that had sustained 

poverty escapes stepped out of poverty through diversification, with activities including own-account 

farming, private/government labor, and a non-farm enterprise, as well as ownership of small livestock and 

the ability to undertake casual labor in times of crop failure, all underpinned by several healthy income 

earners who share a future vision” (Scott et al. 2016, 28).  Fieldwork in Malawi suggested that a key 

characteristic of sustained escapes in rural areas is through diversification into a non-farm enterprise or 

salaried employment together with farm production, while the use of migration and skills was a 

complementary strategy to reduce the negative effects of shocks and stressors (da Corta et al. 2019). 

Box 4: Economic, social, and cultural capital to guarantee a poverty escape in Tanzania 

A combination of economic, social, and cultural capital ensured Musa s successful escape from poverty.  

He completed secondary school and learnt skills from his father, a driver, that helped him survive the 

early years of marriage.  He relied strongly on his network of friends to recommend his service, and 

through savings over time and by selling his truck he bought land with which to open a sunflower 

processing plant.  Diversification of income, farming, and running a small shop have helped him sustain his 

poverty escape, underpinned by his social network of trusted friends who recommend his services and 

provide advice.  He notes: The important relationship is that my friends give me information of the villages 

which harvested more with low selling price… Neighbors and landlord provide/supply me sufficient 

sunflowers as we are in a very good terms and conditions.” The health of all his family members has been 

good, without any period of serious sickness.   

 

PART 2: INTERGENERATIONAL PERSPECTIVES OF EDUCATION  

Primary education and, increasingly, lower secondary education is becoming essential to 

escape poverty.  This suggests that the intergenerational persistence of low access to formal education 

may be decreasing, supporting the findings of the sparse literature on the intergenerational transmission 

of education in sub-Saharan Africa (Hertz et al. 2007; Azomahou and Yitbarek 2016).  In our qualitative 

data in Tanzania, there is an increase in the education at the primary school level among all trajectories 

according to the fieldwork.  The introduction of free primary school education (with parents paying for 

the extras) has had a positive influence on intergenerational social mobility.  Even in chronically poor 

households, most children go or went to school.  In half of chronically poor households in the fieldwork, 

moreover, children reached secondary school level (not necessarily completing it).  Completing formal 

primary education is also becoming essential in all trajectories in Kenya, where secondary school is also 

considered important even in chronically poor households.  In Rwanda, too, LHIs show an 

intergenerational improvement.  Parents, in most cases, have no education, whereas primary school 

education (at least the lower stage) is the norm among the interviewees’ generation.  Completion of 

primary school and attempts in secondary school are standard for children there (Bird et al. 2019).  It 

  

  

One of three children; father had a 
truck and some business; Musa 

completed secondary school 
Then did casual labour as a driver 

(had trust because people seen him in 

his father truck).   
Got married after impregnating girl 

he loved, but families did not approve 
as they were both from different 

ethnic backgrounds.   

  
Poor 

  

Escaped poverty through savings 

from work as a driver, helped by 
network of friends to recommend his 
service.   
The family came around after some 

time due to support from his friends 
network. 
He moved to Kongwa, sold his truck, 

bought land to farm sunflower and 
start a food processing company. 

  
Non-poor 

  

The sunflower processing was 
good for him and allowed him to 

build resilience over time.   
Musa employs four people and 

was able to diversify – small 

farming plus a shop and acting as 
a middle man for local farmers.   
He has five children, all educated 

(some to university level).   

  
Non-poor 
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remains to be seen whether secondary schooling will continue to contribute to sustained poverty 

reduction for the younger generation. 

The education of parents and household heads is also an important force in ensuring 

enrolment for children, as the literature confirms (e.g. Black and Devereux 2011; Lloyd and Blanc 

1996), pointing to the potential of a virtuous cycle of education progression.  In Niger and Malawi, where 

this was assessed in the regression analysis, formal primary education completion of fathers in sustained 

escaper households had particularly promotive effects on the enrolment of girls and boys in Malawi, while 

primary education of mothers had a similar effect on the enrolment of girls in Niger.  Among chronically 

poor households, too, there was a positive effect of mothers with primary education on child enrolment, 

though the association with fathers’ education was not statistically significant in Niger and negative in 

Malawi, indicating an important role in the level of welfare of the household in current enrolment decisions 

(Diwakar 2019).  The qualitative evidence points to the intergenerational mobility that emerges through 

education of women in particular.  In Rwanda, an FGD respondent noted that a family where a woman 

is not strong, vigilant, and intelligent will collapse.  She needs to think beyond herself, otherwise her home 

is wrecked.  This is because men think that their only job is to find food… If a woman doesn t find a way 

to get her children in school, not just primary but secondary too, then they won t go to school”. 

The commitment of parents to make major investments in educating their children has been 

underpinned in some contexts by an intergenerational shift in cultural and gender values.  In 

the generation of the interviewees’ parents in Kenya, for example, Tabitha recalls: Due to the fact that 

my father had many children, we never managed to go far education-wise.  The children of the first wife 

were all daughters and my father was not willing to educate them in the belief that it will help those 

families where they will get married.” However, for the interviewees, these norms are changing, especially 

with regard to girls.  Scolastica (Kenya) notes: My last-born girl is in standard six; I want her to board 

from next year.  I talked with my husband and told him if he can t look for a job, next year I will go look 

for a house job in Nairobi so that I can take this girl to school.” In Malawi, a female FGD notes that 

previously, women were not empowered and suffered a lot of social and economic abuse from men… 

now women have been enlightened with much sensitization, advocacy and education by the NGOs; we 

now know our rights and the role we need to play including in economic decisions”.  Indeed, collaborative 

spousal relations, noted as a critical combination factor above, reflects the benefit of women s 

psychological and economic empowerment and men s support.  While this is promising, a study of 

household surveys shows that despite long-term increases in intergenerational education mobility in sub-

Saharan Africa, its opposite, intergenerational education persistence, continues to be stronger for 

daughters compared to sons (Azomahou and Yitbarke 2016). 

Values and perceptions around schooling associated with religion or race often affect 

enrolment, and thus the ability of interviewees to progress far enough through the school system to 

contribute to sustained poverty escapes.  Fieldwork in Malawi found there were a number of missionary 

Christian schools and scholarships which positively influenced formal education uptake for Christian 

children.  Muslim education was separate, and in some instances used by those who considered state 

education as a means of Christianisation of population.  In Niger, there was an indication of generational 

conflicts tied up in the education debate regarding the post-colonial origins of the system.  Issoufou recalls 

that when he was a child, his parents disliked school and criticized it as white, miscreant school.  Only one 

sustained escaper in the fieldwork in Niger attended formal education, though most men had attended 

some type of Quranic school.  Laouali did not attend school, but he studied in Quranic school in Magaria.  

He was paying CFA 3,000 (US$5.50) in schooling fees each season.  His father knows their marabout, a 

religious leader and teacher.  In some cases, a positive relation between religious leadership and state 

education made it easier for children to attend a state school while also attending Quranic school, with 

the latter often highly regarded in the communities.   
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This section indicated that successful sustained pathways out of poverty are embedded in individual and 

household strategies alongside wider pro-poor policies and norms.  It is never one strategy operating in 

isolation that contributes to a sustained poverty escape.  While different forms and levels of education 

are important in contributing to the pathway out of poverty, it is the combination with other resilience 

capacities at multiple levels, including and beyond the level of the learner and household, that enable 

households to remain out of poverty over time.  The next section summarizes key study findings and 

concludes. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

This study argues that a combination of multiple resilience capacities alongside education has the 

transformative potential to contribute to sustained escapes from poverty.  It recognizes that different 

levels of education and skills training can serve as resilience capacities over time to protect households in 

the face of adversity and lead to poverty escapes.  However, mixed methods findings suggest that the 

degree to which education can contribute to sustained poverty escapes depends on whether it has 

transformative capacity.  Indeed, people construct strategies for escaping poverty using education as a 

resilience capacity, yet few achieve sustained escapes.  To promote sustained escapes, there is a need for 

more and better-quality education certainly, but also for various other components that can contribute 

to education and wider wellbeing outcomes in a way that moves “away from single interventions” and 

towards those that “coordinate changes throughout the [education] system” (Mason 2009, 124).  These 

other components include household-level resilience capacities to promote education access, and an 

enabling environment at the household, community, and wider systems level. In short, education alone is 

unlikely to translate into sustained poverty escapes. 

Effective combinations of education with these other components were explored in this analysis.  These 

encompass policies that can be consciously directed and people s own adaptive strategies, alongside 

processes of social change.  Examples of factors that support education as a resilience capacity include 

labor market links, livelihood diversification, social networks, spousal collaboration, shifts in cultural and 

gender norms in favor of girls’ education, and an enabling policy context.  This combination of multiple 

resilience capacities alongside education is argued to be ‘transformative’ insofar as it paves the way for 

sustained poverty escapes and improvements in wellbeing.  A summary of study findings is presented in 

Table 4.   

Table 4: Summary of key findings around education, resilience and sustained poverty escapes 

A.  Education as a resilience capacity: Attending and/or completing education can help drive 
sustained escapes from poverty. 

● Primary education of the household head has a mixed relationship with sustained poverty escapes, 

partly on account of low-quality education and limited attainment of learning outcomes.  Even so, it can 
drive family planning and endow individuals with skills to reduce exposure to shocks that could otherwise 

impoverish them. 

● Lower secondary education can help individuals secure stable jobs and more commonly offers 
learning for successful diversification (on- and off-farm), often underpinned by a degree of 

entrepreneurialism. 

● Skills training (formal and informal) in non-farm activities and agriculture can promote escapes from 
poverty, especially for individuals who have completed at least primary academic education.  However, 

formal TVET continues to be viewed as a second choice in some contexts, leading to a tradeoff with 
current prosperity and high indebtedness as households strive at all costs to send children to school, 

often with weak returns. 
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B.  Resilience capacities to improve education enrolment, participation, and achievement can 
be strengthened by improved resilience of key individuals, households, communities, and 
education systems.  This needs to ensure that poor or vulnerable children can maintain access 

to quality education even amid crises. 

● Financing education can be managed with resources such as household savings or selling surplus 
harvest.  Households can also draw upon external resources by participating in savings groups or 

obtaining financial assistance (e.g. school feeding, adult education initiatives, social protection and other 
public policies enabling shock management).  Without these enabling policies and programs, households 

may adopt adverse responses which underline a lack of resilience.  They may forego investments in work 
or spending on healthcare, or make their children work to support continued access to primary and 

secondary school. 

● Social networks, for example with siblings sharing the costs of formal education, contribute to 

increased schooling.  Networks are not always contained within the nuclear family but extend to aunts 
and uncles, as well as teachers who are acquaintances of the interviewees or their parents.  However, 
especially in families with large numbers of children, these social networks may be spread too thin. 

C.  Combinations with transformative outcomes: This is where education as a resilience 
capacity is further supported by additional resilience capacities to improve education 

outcomes.  Together, these can create transformative outcomes in terms of sustaining 
escapes from poverty. 

● Economic combinations: Labor market links, diversification with financial inclusion, and 

entrepreneurialism with access to continuous learning all situate household strategies within an enabling 
environment, and so help households navigate pathways out of poverty.  Infrastructure and public policy 

(e.g. free primary and secondary education) helps establish this enabling environment, supported through 
pro-poor public expenditure and supportive institutions.  Even so, residual costs of formal education and 

poor quality of teaching alongside repeated curriculum changes continue to limit the transformative 
potential of education systems. 

● Social combinations: Social networks and spousal collaboration typically underpin these pathways, 
helping households manage multiple off-farm activities or enterprises alongside farming, thus diversifying 
risks and contributing to increased incomes.  Inter-generational shifts in cultural and gender norms in 

favor of girls’ education are enabled through women’s psychological and economic empowerment, 
sometimes derived from schooling, and through policy development and institutions in support of gender 

equality and empowerment.  Lower secondary education is increasingly viewed as essential across 
poverty trajectories. 

● Combination sets: Higher levels of resilience typically result from multiple economic and social 
combination sets, such as collaborative spousal relations, good health, secondary schooling, and a degree 
of entrepreneurialism.  These sets are capacities and strategies of individuals and households embedded 

centrally within an enabling environment marked by pro-poor policy development, public expenditure, 
and supportive institutions. 

 

Through these combinations, the report addresses a core issue in response to established criticisms of 

resilience framed as a static or individualized commodity.  The USAID definition highlighted at the start of 

the report already frames resilience in terms of people, households, communities, countries and systems.  

It thus focuses on a multi-level approach well beyond the level of the individual.  This paper builds on this 

multi-level conceptualization, for example through a discussion of the role of social networks as a 

resilience capacity, as well as the enabling role of pro-poor public policies, norms and systems that are 

critical in building resilience and driving sustained poverty escapes.  The notion of transformative resilience 

applies strongly to possibilities of changing gendered norms that favor men, as detailed in the report 

findings.  These areas require stronger policy focus if there is a true desire to ensure equitable responses 

and address the inequalities at the intersection of gender and poverty. 
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The report identified the critical role of education alongside other factors, while the associated policy 

brief (Shepherd 2021) summarizes the policy implications.  A key implication is for policy design.  It is 

common for formal education policies and other sectoral policies to assume that education can operate 

as a ‘silver bullet’.  Siloed line ministries and activities can reinforce these sectoral separations.  The 

intersecting framework adopted in this report views education as one of several factors important in 

contributing to sustained poverty escapes.  In some ways, this follows the literature on chronic poverty 

that sees poverty and wellbeing as dynamic, multi-faceted and socially situated.  Addressing sources of 

poverty and low education outcomes requires a similar multi-faceted approach that recognizes the many 

drivers of poverty, the mutually reinforcing relationship between education and poverty escapes, and 

within this, the important role of education alongside complementary interventions in contributing to 

sustained poverty escapes. 
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ANNEX 

Annex A1: Key tables 

Table A1.1 Data sources underpinning the synthesis 

Country Country report Panel data (years/ households) Qual data (sample/date) 

Rural/urban Source Dataset and years N LHI FGD KII 

Ethiopia  

(R & U) 
Woldehanna et al., 
2018 

Living Standards Measurement Survey 

(LSMS): 2011, 2013, 2015 
3388 75 (2017) 8 10 

Kenya  

(R) 
Scott et al., 2018 and 

Scott et al., 2018 
Tegemeo Agricultural Panel Survey: 

2004, 2007, 2010 
1243 60 (2017) 4 15 

Malawi 

(R & U) 
Da Corta et al., 2019 Malawi Integrated Household Panel 

Survey 2010, 2013 
3104 40 (2018) 8 23 

Niger 

(R & U) 
McCullough and 
Diwakar, 2018 and  

Shepherd, 2019 

LSMS – National Survey on 

Household Living Conditions and 

Agriculture: 2011, 2014 

3436 40 (2018) 8 14 

Rwanda  

(R & U) 
A.R.  Bizoza and A.  
Simons., 2019 
Bird et al., 2019  

Simmons et al., 2019  

Enquête Intégrale sur les Conditions 

de Vie des ménages: 2010, 2014 
1920 79 (2017) 

150 

(2019) 

12 

 

20 

25 

 

16  

Tanzania  

(R & U) 
Shepherd, 2018 and 

Da Corta et al., 2018  
LSMS – National Panel Survey: 2008, 

2010, 2012 
3079 20 (2017) 

60 (2017) 
8 

24 
15 

29 

Uganda  

(R & U) 
Scott et al., 2016 LSMS – National Panel Survey: 2005, 

2009, 2010, 2011, 2013 
1398 24 (2016) 6 21 

Note: LHI = Life history interview; FGD = Focus group discussion; KII = Key informant interview. The Kenya panel 

is a rural survey of non-pastoralist households covering all major eight agro-ecological zones in the country. 

Table A1.2: Education and poverty dynamics, multinomial logistic regression results 

VARIABLES Ethiopia Kenya Tanzania Uganda Malawi Niger Rwanda 

Head completed at least primary educ. 

Chronic poor -0.2081*** -0.0117 0.0111 -0.0156 -0.0615** -0.0312 -0.0362 

 (0.0632) (0.0356) (0.0106) (0.0167) (0.0241) (0.0417) (0.0225) 

Impoverished -0.0029 0.0153 -0.0197 -0.0183 -0.0327 -0.0663 -0.0379** 

 (0.0517) (0.0394) (0.0179) (0.0220) (0.0214) (0.0467) (0.0190) 

Transitory poverty escapes 0.0381 -0.0186 -0.0015 -0.0039 N/A N/A N/A 

 (0.0245) (0.0311) (0.0088) (0.0179)    
(Sustained) escapes/ never poor 0.0498* -0.0061 0.0277 0.0689* 0.0942*** 0.0975* 0.0740*** 

 (0.0286) (0.0450) (0.0218) (0.0418) (0.0267) (0.0517) (0.0257) 

Other 0.1231** 0.0211 -0.0176 -0.0312 N/A N/A N/A 

 (0.0514) (0.0386) (0.0157) (0.0439)    
Head completed at least lower secondary educ. 

Chronic poor -0.1560* -0.0393 -0.7455*** -0.6179*** -0.1845*** -0.1890 -0.3409** 

 (0.0855) (0.0470) (0.0726) (0.1054) (0.0315) (0.1464) (0.1382) 

Impoverished 0.0732 0.0024 0.0764 0.1114*** -0.0632*** -0.1664* -0.1170* 

 (0.0516) (0.0530) (0.0791) (0.0315) (0.0234) (0.0917) (0.0649) 

http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2018/2/5/understanding-and-supporting-sustained-pathways-out-of-extreme-poverty-and-deprivation-ethiopia-quantitative-study?rq=ethiopia
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2018/2/5/understanding-and-supporting-sustained-pathways-out-of-extreme-poverty-and-deprivation-ethiopia-quantitative-study?rq=ethiopia
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2018/6/13/resilience-and-sustainable-poverty-escapes-in-rural-kenya-country-report
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2018/6/13/sustaining-poverty-escapes-in-rural-kenya-policy-implications-brief?rq=Kenya
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2019/2/18/resilience-and-sustainable-poverty-escapes-in-malawi-national-report?rq=Malawi
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2019/1/17/resilience-and-sustainable-poverty-escapes-in-niger-national-report?rq=Niger
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2019/1/17/resilience-and-sustainable-poverty-escapes-in-niger-national-report?rq=Niger
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2019/1/17/sustaining-poverty-escapes-in-niger-policy-implication-brief
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2019/1/16/economic-growth-and-poverty-reduction-in-rwanda?rq=rwanda
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2019/1/16/economic-growth-and-poverty-reduction-in-rwanda?rq=rwanda
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2018/9/14/sustaining-poverty-escapes-in-tanzania-policy-implications-brief
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2018/9/14/understanding-and-supporting-sustained-pathways-out-of-extreme-poverty-and-deprivation-tanzania-national-report
http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/resources/2016/6/22/backsliding-in-uganda-ensuring-escapes-from-poverty-are-sustained-to-end-extreme-poverty?rq=uganda
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Transitory poverty escapes 0.0473 0.0224 -0.0038 0.0514    

 (0.0307) (0.0347) (0.0328) (0.0370)    
(Sustained) escapes/ never poor 0.0894*** -0.0702 0.5638*** 0.3401*** 0.2477*** 0.3554*** 0.4579*** 

 (0.0221) (0.0511) (0.0816) (0.0622) (0.0315) (0.1263) (0.1229) 

Other -0.0539 0.0847* 0.1091** 0.1150    

 (0.0501) (0.0471) (0.0486) (0.0809)    
Controls and diagnostics        

Head, household, area controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 2,856 1,127 2,696 1,168 2,761 3,024 1,748 

Pseudo R-squared 0.1436 0.1807 0.1657 0.2273 0.1525 0.2187 0.1924 

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Average marginal effects (AME) presented.  
Sustained escapes refer to three-wave data (Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda), escapes on its own refer to two-
wave data (Malawi, Niger, Rwanda).   

Table A1.3: Education and poverty escapes among households beginning the survey period 

in poverty, multinomial regression results 

VARIABLES Ethiopia Kenya Tanzania Uganda Malawi Niger Rwanda 

Head completed at least primary educ.  

(Sustained) poverty escapes 0.0433** 0.0247 -0.0494 -0.0259 0.1068* 0.0458 0.0259 

 (0.0217) (0.0716) (0.0564) (0.0810) (0.0554) (0.1063) (0.0441) 

Transitory poverty escapes 0.0668** -0.0450 -0.0113 0.0451    

 (0.0339) (0.0900) (0.0501) (0.0717)    
Chronic poor -0.1102*** 0.0203 0.0607 -0.0192 -0.1068* -0.0458 -0.0259 

 (0.0397) (0.0949) (0.0618) (0.0917) (0.0554) (0.1063) (0.0441) 

Head completed at least lower secondary educ. 

(Sustained) poverty escapes 0.0490* -0.0489 0.1844 0.0300 0.2727*** 0.3279 0.3248 

 (0.0262) (0.0949) (0.1579) (0.1640) (0.0751) (0.2616) (0.2372) 

Transitory poverty escapes 0.0890** 0.0859 -0.1809 0.0760    

 (0.0417) (0.1072) (0.1999) (0.1503)    
Chronic poor -0.1380*** -0.0371 -0.0035 -0.1059 -0.2727*** -0.3279 -0.3248 

 (0.0472) (0.1292) (0.2051) (0.1910) (0.0751) (0.2616) (0.2372) 

Controls and diagnostics        

Head, household, area controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 1,871 369 348 316 821 939 642 

Pseudo R-squared 0.1078 0.1083 0.  1192 0.1079 0.0445 0.1544 0.1228 

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; Average marginal effects (AME) presented.  
Sustained escapes refer to three-wave data (Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda), escapes on its own refer to two-
wave data (Malawi, Niger, Rwanda). 
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Table A1.4: Country education sector plans  

Country Sector priorities 

Ethiopia 

Source: Federal 

Democratic 

Republic of 

Ethiopia, 2015 

Education Sector Development Plan (2015/16–19/20) aims to expand equitable 

access to quality general education, establish TVET in all divisions, strengthen 

tertiary education and provide lifelong learning opportunities.  It focuses on eight 

crosscutting issues: gender, special needs, HIV/AIDS, environmental protection, 

education in emergencies, school health and nutrition, substance abuse prevention. 

Kenya Source: 

Government of 

Kenya, 2018 

Education Sector Plan (2018–22) is based on improving access and participation in 

inclusive education; education quality and labor market relevance; and education 

management, governance and accountability that promotes efficient and effective 

delivery of education services.   

Niger 

Source: Republic 

of Niger, 2013 

Education and Training Sector Plan (2014-24) prioritizes: quality of basic education, 

recruiting state-paid contract teachers, redeployment to rural areas, incentives for 

girls’ enrolment and retention, school construction program, improve learning 

environment, implement literacy and non-formal education program.   

Malawi 

Source: GPE, 

2020; 

Government  of 

Malawi, 2014; 

2020 

Education Sector Implementation Plan II (2013/14–19/20) which: improve retention, 

inclusion, management, and resources in basic education; increase access and 

quality, equity and management in secondary education; teacher training; increase 

access and adequacy of TVET for the labor market.  Crosscutting issues: special 

needs, school health and nutrition, and gender.   

Rwanda 

Source: Republic 

of Rwanda, 2019 

Education Sector Strategic Plan (2018/19–23/24) to: enhance quality of learning, 

increase access to school (including TVET), improve infrastructure, strengthen 

governance and accountability, teacher management, and promote science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), information and communication 

technology (ICT), and innovation.  Equity emphasized for girls, poor children, 

children with disabilities.   

Tanzania 

Source: United 

Republic of 

Tanzania, 2017 

Education Sector Plan (2016/17–20/21) with commitment to 12 years free 

compulsory basic education for all and expansion of TVET.  Priority areas: improve 

access to quality education and training, increase human resources, effective 

management and administration of education, sustainable financing. 

Uganda 

Source: 

Government of 

Uganda, 2017 

Education and Sports Sector Strategic Plan (2017–20) aims for equitable access to 

and delivery of relevant and quality education and training, and enhanced efficiency 

and effectiveness of education service delivery.  Priority interventions:  e.g. feeding 

school children, provide textbooks and resources, lower-cost universal primary/ 

secondary education. 

Note: The priorities are identified in and summarized from national education sector plans. 
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Annex A2: Field Research Interviews 

This annex provides an example of the field research interviews that took place within individual country 

studies.  The example below is derived from the qualitative data that was collected to inform the Malawi 

country study (da Corta et al., 2018). 

A2.1 Key Informant Interviews 

At national level, a total of 15 key informant interviews and eight district-level key informants.  These 

focused on policies and program approaches to reduce extreme poverty and to sustain escapes.  

Respondents included officials from the Government of Malawi, NGOs and other civil society actors in 

Lilongwe.   

A2.2 Focus Group Discussions 

Knowledgeable Person interview/ FGD: We began with an FGD held with a group of 7–10 

knowledgeable women and men from each community (KP FGD) – total of four KP FGD interviews.  The 

objective of this was to first obtain insights into the economic, social, policy and political history of the 

community.  This history is then related to the sustained poverty escapes, anti-poverty policies, and 

political settlements.   

Male and Female FGD: We then undertook four FGDs with 8–10 women and four FGDs with 8–10 

men from a cross section of the community.  The first goal was to define six community specific well-

being classifications.  The first objective was to understand the types of characteristics that defined the six 

categories (see below), using universal definitions and then seeking participant perspectives of 

characteristics of people in these different categories for enhanced contextual relevance.  Starting with 

category 1 (the destitute) the research team would describe the universal definition of that category.  

Then the team would ask FGD participants per category: ‘do you have people like this in your village and 

if so, how would you define them more accurately and if not, how would you define them differently – 

what would you add or take away?’ What are the defining characteristics of this category – e.g. ‘in category 

2, children don't go to school because they can't afford un-ripped/ clean clothes’, or ‘they have large holes 

in their thatch roof which they don’t have means to repair’.  For the FGDs, the team probed for 

participants perspectives of each well-being category.  The second objective was to further discuss drivers 

of upward and downward mobility.  The third was to discuss the role of gender in up and downward 

mobility and change in gender norms from men and women s perspectives (hence all-male and all-female 

focus groups). 

A2.3 Approach to participatory wealth-ranking used in focus group discussions 

Levels 

and 

name  

Researchers’ 

perspectives 

Participants’ perspectives 

Conceptual /universal 

Definitions  

Labor capacity and 

livelihoods 

Assets-house 

and productive 

Education Food access 

and quality 
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1.  

Destitute  

 

 

 

⋅ People who cannot work, 
and so depend on others for 

basic needs (food, housing)  

⋅ Very old, physically or 
cognitively impaired 

⋅ Tend to be socially excluded   

⋅ Don’t have capacity to 
farm because very sick 

or very old  

⋅ Disabled 

⋅ Clearing the land but 
cannot till the land 

because don’t have the 
energy 

⋅ Can manage poultry 
but not goats – don’t 
have energy for goats 

due to labour capacity 

⋅ They don’t even have 
the capacity to cut the 
grass for thatch 

⋅ Sleep on a mat 
– not bed.  Live 

in dilapidated 
shelters, usually 
mobilized by 
community 

leader 

⋅ Only hoe- key 
productive asset 

⋅ Because they 
don’t have the 
capacity to cut 
grass- need 

someone else 
to do it for 
them 

⋅ Mostly only elder ( 
e.g. grandmother) 

who cares for 
orphans ( e.g. 
daughter’s children 
where daughter dies 

or lives with second 
husband) 

⋅ School is free, but 
uniforms or untorn 
clothes must be 

purchased.  So, the 
kids will stay at 
home because don’t 

even have clothes to 
go in torn or 
unclean 

⋅ Depend on 
other people 

giving them 
maize flour 

⋅ The nsima 
they eat is 
made from 
maize husks 

⋅ Gather free 
(Okra) – 
green leaves 
from forest 

⋅ One meal a 
day 

2.Very 

Poor  
⋅ Extreme poor working 

people who are physically 
able to work but who have 

no or few productive assets   

⋅ Income is erratic and some 
days they don’t eat 

⋅ They must accept whatever 
wage is offered, and often 
negotiate adverse labour 
relationships 

⋅ They eat when they work  

⋅ Shocks will push them into 
destitution 

⋅ They have little or no 
negotiating power with 
employers and so tend to be 

included adversely in labour 
markets and other 
institutions (family, 

community, polity)- accept 
whatever wage/price is 
given/little voice 

⋅ Mostly they lack food 
and only find it after 
doing ganyu 

⋅ Their farm can only 
produce one month’s 

food 

⋅ They will spend much 
time in ganyu during 
key demand times and 
on their farms (esp.  

Dec.) and can’t afford 
even subsidized inputs 
(fertilizer) and so no 

or tiny yields 

⋅ Their access to food 
may be helped by 
family or donors who 
target food transfers 

to this group and to 
the destitute 

⋅ Large family sizes 

⋅ Hoe  

⋅ Sickle  

⋅ Axe 

⋅ Land – cultivate 
up to half an 

acre, even if 
they have 
access to about 

2 acres 

⋅ Can’t manage 
to till the whole 
land because 
doing ganyu – 
so might rent it 

out (but if do 
so, might lose 
it) 

⋅ Also, ganyu to 
cut grass  

⋅ Or burn 
charcoal /sell 

firewood  

⋅ Large family sizes – 
lots of dependents 

⋅ Children go to 
school, some drop 
out – doing ganyu 

labour.  Some get to 
standard 8 but none 
to secondary 

⋅ User fees are high 
relative to incomes.  

Don’t have soap to 
wash clothes.  
Parents need 500 

for ‘school fund’ 
each term and 1500/ 
year – ‘school 

development fee’ 
and ‘1200 exam fee 
‘every term from 

standard 5 to 8 

⋅ So, start dropping 
out at level 5 and at 
8 before secondary 
drop out.   

⋅ Mostly lack 
food and 
only find it 

after ganyu 

⋅ Have maize 
flour but not 
white flour 

⋅ Can 
purchase 
pumpkin and 

sweet potato 
leaves, 
cassava- 

found in 
farms or beg 
from 

neighbor   

⋅ Cooked 
cassava at 
lunch, only 
one evening 

meal of 
Nsima and 
veg  

3.  Poor  

 

 

⋅ People with laboring 
capacity, some productive 

assets but not enough to 
escape laboring for wages or 
food to make ends meet 

⋅ His group also must rely on 
adverse credit and labour 

relationships 

⋅ May have land /cattle/small 
business but cannot save 
enough in good years 
necessary to withstand 

shocks (health, drought)  

⋅ Often must sell assets to 
cope in crisis and go hungry   

⋅ Vulnerable to downward 
mobility to ‘very poor’  

⋅ Labour and livelihoods 

⋅ Can produce food for 
farm for maximum 3–4 
months – unless family 

is very big than not 
even 3 months 

⋅ Can do very small 
business like selling 
banana and maize corn 

fritters – fried 

⋅ Small garden in home 
irrigate in back yard or 
behind bathroom grow 
a few veg and sell  

 

⋅ Assets 

⋅ Livestock – 
chicken or one 
goat (given by 

donor directly 
or pass-on 
scheme)  

 
 

 

⋅ Children can make 
it to secondary 

school but cannot 
pay all 4 years only 
say 2 and have 

someone help them 
pay the rest 

⋅ The nearby white 
farm (with Malawi 
management) might 

help them – huge 
modern farm 

⋅ Food 

⋅ Can have 2 
meals of 
maize 

⋅ Legumes 
pigeon peas 
and 
sometimes 
afford small 

dry fish 
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4.  Not 

Poor but 

Not Rich 

⋅ Those who have relatively 
more productive assets and 

assets made more 
productive through inputs 
and which can provide the 
income necessary to feed the 

family through the year  

⋅ Some resilience showing as 
diversification in assets and 
livelihoods rises 

⋅ During good times, can save  

⋅ During bad times, will 
reduce family consumption  

⋅ Vulnerable to downward 
mobility with a significant 
shock** often worse in 
urban areas 

⋅ During bad times, will 
reduce family consumption, 
but it isn’t regular as above 

⋅ Have house with burnt 
bricks but without iron 

sheets 

⋅ Door made of timber 

⋅ Can farm a harvest can 
take them almost 6 

months 

⋅ Can find labour at the 
BIG FARM- like 
watchman or farm 
related ganyu or take 

care of livestock  

⋅ Toloeza Farm employs 
– they only choose 
healthy people to 
work not the poor 3 
groups who are not 

healthy 

⋅ Hoe, axe, 
bicycle  

⋅ Have 1 1/2 acre 
and can manage 

to farm that 
whole piece of 
land 

⋅ Tend to have 
smaller families  

– 3–4 children 
only  

⋅ Children can go up 
to secondary school  

⋅ Families can manage 
to pay up to from 4  

⋅ Only at the 
community day 

secondary school 4 
km away – but if 
elected to Balaka 

district school 
national school then 
can’t afford 
boarding school  

⋅ Food 2  

⋅ Meals Nsima 
with legumes 

⋅ 1 in 3 
months can 
have meat 

(goats)  

⋅ No milk eggs 
or meat for 
the first 4 
categories  

5.Rich ⋅ Sufficient assets, social 
networks) to prevent 
significant downward 
mobility relative to overall 

productive wealth  

⋅ May employ small amounts 
of labour on farm or be 
involved in small-scale trade 

⋅ Can hire labour  

⋅ Provide very small 
loans to people  

⋅ Their farms produce 
for the whole year  

⋅ Can produce cotton 
for sale – rainfed 

⋅ Irrigated farming – rent 
in the land  

⋅ Can have house 
with iron sheets 

⋅ Motorbike 

⋅ Bicycles which 
rent out  

 

⋅ Education  

⋅ Children can finish 
secondary school 

and if selected can 
go to national 
secondary can pay 

and pay boarding 

 

⋅ Food 

⋅ Have small 
families – 2 

or 3 children  

⋅ 3 times a day  

⋅ Skin shows 
they have 

milk and eggs 

6.  Very 

Rich  
⋅ Significant assets and local 

power 

⋅ Involved in large-scale trade 
or employment of labour  

⋅ Owns large scale non-farm 
assets  

⋅ May lend money usuriously 

⋅ Mostly they do not till 
land hire in labour 

⋅ Mostly have 
employment – salaried 

work as civil servants- 
cash income makes her 
rich 

⋅ She* never farms (ref 
to primary school 

teacher who lives in 
this village but teaches 
4km away) (there are 

no very rich in the 
village save a local 
female teacher) 

⋅ House iron 
sheets, cement 

floor, have glass 
and well 
ventilated  

⋅ Bicycle  

⋅ Similar to above ⋅ Diversified 
food  

⋅ Tea in the 
morning 

⋅ Caring for 
other 

relatives who 
are poor 

 

A2.4 Life Histories  

A total of 40 LHs were conducted in the sampled communities.  Households were selected to reflect 

patterns of sustained escapes, transitionary escapes and chronic poverty and never poor.  We obtained 

our LHIs from the male and female FGDs, we had equal number of male and female interviewees.  The 

study participants were asked to give their story chronologically from their childhood.  They traced 

changes in well-being levels and highlighted key reasons, including key social, political and economic events, 

processes, networks, and changes in relationships and norms, and policy impacts that enabled them to 

escape and sustain poverty or experience other forms of poverty trajectory described above.  A sample 

version of the life history guide is presented below. 

Life histories with one household head.  Either male or female.  Ideally the person who took part in 

the FGD.  If that is not possible, then whichever of the male or female household head who is available. 

Important points: 
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• The outputs of the life history interview will be: 1) a narrative of the respondent’s life and 2) a life 

history map (see end of document for an example) 

• Map the life of the respondent against the pre-determined well-being classifications. 

• Life periods are (though not all may be relevant to every respondent): 

o Childhood: 0–12 years 

o Youth: 13 years to marriage/start of own household OR 20 years (whichever is relevant) 

o Young adulthood: Marriage/start of own household or 20–40 years 

o Late adulthood: 40–60 years 

o Old age: 60 years + 

• Ensure you identify well-being levels at these points: 

o Childhood 

o Just before start of own household/marriage 

o Just after start of own household/marriage 

o Now 

• Focus on upward and downward mobility and reasons for these changes (why the upward or 

downward mobility in well-being). 

 

Introduction, focus and consent 

• When you arrive at the household, introduce yourself, the research and purpose of research: 

• Explain our focus: in as much depth as you need to – that you want to understand changes in 

assets and well-being during their life and to learn more about why such changes happened.  

Positive and negative events.  Explain to them that at five different points in their lives you will be 

asking questions about; what has enabled them to improve their lives?  If they have fallen back 

then why have they done this?  If they were able to manage in the face of shocks then how were 

they able to do this?  

• Obtain informed consent – i.e. ensure respondent agrees to take part in the interview. 

• The interview will be anonymous – it won’t have their name on it. 

• You are going to take notes and record the interview – these notes will only be seen by other 

members of the research team.  The recording will only be made available anonymously to the 

people who will be transcribing the interview. 

• You will write short stories from the interview – some of these (without their name) will be seen 

by other people. 

• Ask permission to take a photograph (if you will do so). 

• Other people will see their photograph (without their name). 

 

Getting started 

• Write down interviewee’s name, age, gender (interviewer’s name). 

• Note down individual’s appearance and demeanor (happy, sad, anxious, etc). 

• Describe house and compound. 

 

Genealogy/demographic 

• Draw genealogy tree or table and note sex/ages (date birth) of the household members (nuclear 

household or, if there are other family members living on the same homestead, include those 

members); who’s married to whom; include multiple spouses and circle the respondent’s 

household; level of education of each household member (especially the person being interviewed, 

and the spouse). 

• If female-headed household, ask how it got there (i.e. death of husband or migration or…?) 

• Focus on people within the household. 

 

Livelihoods and assets now 
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[Note for researchers: You can choose whether to do this now or do this chronologically]. 

[Note to researchers: Interested in physical assets which may include land, livestock, Implements – hoes, 

trailers, cart, plough, tractors, number of houses, ‘state’ of houses (i.e. tin roof?), clothes/household items, 

mode of transport, consumer durables (e.g. mobile phone).  Get as accurate estimate as possible, but 

rough magnitude is better than no magnitude at all, e.g. more than 5 cows but less than 20]. 

• Livelihoods now: Can you rank your livelihoods now? (i.e. primary, secondary, tertiary livelihood).  

Probe for all other livelihoods activities/sources. 

• Assets now: What assets do you have in the household? Can you rank them in terms of value? 

Does your house have electricity? Do you have a mobile phone? 

• Land now: Do you own the land you work on/ If you had to sell it, whose decision would it be? 

(Sharecropping, leasing, mortgaging – which type? Or are you working off someone else’s land? 

• For household: Where do children study?  Did they always do that or how it has changed? 

 [Note to researcher: This is a good point to locate the respondent on Y-axis of life history diagram]. 

 

Childhood – approximately 0 to 12 years old 

[Note to researcher: at this point we are getting at parent’s livelihood and assets]. 

• When and where were you born? 

• Parents: Where are your parents from? (Origins of the family – in the case of migration 

from another place, when did they move and why?)   

• Siblings – how many? Which birth order? Are they sisters or brothers? 

• Education: What level of education did your parents have? What level of education do you and 

your siblings have? How was your education, and your siblings’ education, funded? 

• Affirmative action and discrimination: Did you or your family receive any benefits (scholarships, 

stipends, social assistance…) based on your ethnicity or caste during your school years? Did you 

experience jealousy from friends or family as a result? 

• Did you experience any stigma or discrimination in gaining access to schooling or during 

your time at school by anyone, including teachers, other students, or administration? 

What type of discrimination did you face? 

• Livelihood of parents: Can you rank your parents’ livelihoods i.e. occupation during your 

childhood?  What was the main occupation of your parents?  What was their second occupation/ 

source of income?  What was their third occupation/ source of income? 

• If involved in crop agriculture, which crops and why? 

• Who were the crops sold to? Who did you get agricultural inputs from? 

• What was the nature of those relationships (i.e. selling cops/getting inputs/etc)? 

• Assets of parents: what assets did your parents have? Can you rank them in terms of value or 

importance for income generation? 

 

Ask about the house and compound:  

• Describe your house and compound you were a small child (e.g. at age 8 years old) 

o electricity, building materials, etc. 

• How did it compare with other compounds in your village? 

• How did it compare with the house that you live in now (much better, better, the same, worse, 

much worse)? 

[Note to researcher: This is a good point to locate the respondent during childhood on Y-axis]. 

 

Ask about home Life: 

• relationship with parents and siblings 

• responsibilities – what were your chores? 

• how was work divided among different members of the family (young, old, men, women)? 

• food – and type of food and number of meals a day? 
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• leisure activities? Paid and unpaid labour outside house?  

• health of interviewee and family during childhood? 

 

Ask about important relationships for building livelihoods and coping with shocks: 

• Key relationships: landlords, friends, employers, richer households, social networks, neighbours, 

kinship networks, employment relations, cooperatives, banks 

• Looking back over this early part of your life do any difficult events or periods stand out? 

• Probe shocks, coping strategies taken, channels of support (relatives, friends, NGOs, church, 

moneylender etc) 

• Note carefully all changes in asset levels, ask if there are any assets that have been particularly 

important for escaping poverty? Any death of livestock that has been influential?  

• Note changes in livelihoods.  Any non-farm income/ activity/ enterprise? How did they get this? 

• Looking back over this early part of your life are there any positive events or periods that stand 

out? 

 

Youth – approximately 13 years to marriage (or 20 years old, whichever is more appropriate) 

• School: When did you leave school? 

o Probe around if, when and why respondent left school? 

• Livelihoods: What livelihood activities did you engage in and can you rank them from the most 

important to the less important in terms of income? 

o If involved in crop agriculture, which crops and why? 

o Who were the crops sold to? Who did you get agricultural inputs from? What was the 

nature of that relationship? 

• First job/enterprise/livelihood activity: What was it? Rank livelihood activities at this period of 

your life in terms of their importance to household income and food security (e.g. farming, 

livestock rearing, job, small enterprise…)? 

o How did you get this job/ start this enterprise/ move into this livelihood activity? Did you 

get help from anyone? 

• Job, discrimination: Did you experience any stigma or discrimination in securing a job or while 

working by anyone, including line managers, other colleagues, or administration (or clients? service 

users? if in public-facing job)? Was this in any way related to your caste or ethnicity? 

o Did you receive any different (positive) treatment when trying to get a job because of 

your ethnicity? Did you experience jealousy from friends or family as a result? 

o Has the government helped or hurt your ability to get a job? Have they taken any action 

to reduce discrimination that has benefited you specifically? Did you experience jealousy 

from friends or family as a result? 

• Job, migration: If you migrated away from the village, did you have a job before you went?  How 

did you find this job?  How did you send money back to your family? 

• Job, NFE: If you started a non-farm enterprise why did you decide to start this?  

o If so, who and how did this work? 

• Describe working conditions/ constraints/ profitability/ shocks/ risks/ coping strategies associated 

with the different livelihoods activities 

• Any credit/loan taken out? For what? Largest amount? Ever taken loans to repay loan? 

• Assets during youth and before marriage/starting own household: What assets did you have before 

starting own household? How does this compare with assets during childhood? Account for 

changes in asset holdings – probe reasons for sales and main source of finance for purchases or 

main reasons for acquisitions and from whom. 

 

Important relationships for sustaining livelihoods and coping with shocks: 
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• Key relationships: landlords, friends, employers, richer households, social networks, kinship 

networks, employment relations, cooperatives, banks 

• Any participation or engagement in social safety nets? How important is this for your household? 

When/ in what event has it been especially important? 

• Looking back over your youth are there any difficult events or periods that stand out? (use this 

question to probe shocks, coping strategies, changes in asset levels, changes in livelihood 

strategies) 

• Looking back over your youth are there any positive events or periods that stand out? (Use this 

question to probe opportunities, investments, resilience) 

 

Young adulthood 

Ask about their marriage: 

• Are you married? 

• How did you meet your husband/wife? 

• Parents’/family’s views of the match? Their view of the match? 

• How much was the dowry?  Was all of it able to be paid?  What was the source of the dowry and 

where did it go? 

• Move to your spouse’s village – feelings about that/ problems; setting up home; relationship with 

in-laws/ extended family/ community; relationship with spouse/took jobs or not? What jobs? 

Family pressure/consent on jobs? 

 

Ask about their livelihoods: 

• Assets at marriage – in particular productive assets – livestock, agricultural implements, land, 

rickshaw… 

• What livelihood activities did you engage in and can you rank them from the most important to 

the less important in terms of income and food security?  Which were the most important assets 

for following each particular activity? 

• Describe the working conditions, constraints, profitability, shocks, risks and coping strategies 

associated with each of these livelihoods activities. 

• If involved in crop agriculture, why are you farming? Which crops are you farming?  Who owns 

the land which you farm on?  If sharecropping/leasing what are the arrangements of this?  Is it easy 

to find land to sharecrop/lease here? 

• Have price changes of agriculture goods (either inputs such as seeds or the sales price for crops) 

affected you? How? 

• How did you get any better livelihoods during these years?  

• Did you ever migrate? How did you get the good/better jobs if you did? 

• Social networks that helped you get the jobs/work? 

• Any credit/loan taken out? For what? largest amount? Ever taken loans to repay loan? 

 

Ask about their children: 

• Make sure dates of births have been identified 

• Any difficulty with births? 

• How have you financed the education of your children? 

• Remittances from older children/kin 

 

Ask about the health of family members: 

• Health of interviewee and family? 

• Impact on household well-being? 

• Were there any periods of sickness?  If so, of who and where did you go for treatment?  How 

much did it cost and how did you find that money? 
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Ask about relationships which were important for building livelihoods and for coping with shocks:  

• Key relationships: landlords, friends, employers, richer households, social networks, kinship 

networks, employment relations, cooperatives, banks 

• Any participation or engagement in social safety nets? How important is this for your household? 

When/ in what event has it been especially important? 

• Looking back over your early adulthood are there any difficult events or periods that stand out? 

(Use question to probe shocks, coping strategies, channels of support [relatives, friends, NGOs, 

church, moneylender etc], changes in asset levels, in livelihood strategies). 

• Looking back over your early adulthood are there any positive events or periods that stand out? 

(use this question to probe opportunities, investments, aspiration, resilience) 

 

Late adulthood 

• Which assets does the household now have? 

• Livelihoods during late adulthood – which assets were particularly important for the different 

livelihoods activities 

• Compare assets at marriage and now and account for changes.  Account for changes in asset 

holdings – probe reasons for sales and main source of finance for purchases or main reasons for 

acquisitions and from whom 

• Were any assets particularly important for escaping poverty? Has the loss of any particular asset 

been important in the household experiencing any downwards mobility? How did the household 

cope with the loss of this asset? 

• Compare livelihoods at marriage and now and account for changes.  For instance, is there now 

any non-farm income/activity/enterprise?  What was the source of finance for this?  Why did they 

decide to start this? 

• If involved in crop agriculture, why are you farming? Which crops are you farming?  Who owns 

the land which you farm on?  If sharecropping/ leasing what are the arrangements of this?  Is it 

easy to find land to sharecrop/lease here?  

• Have price changes of agriculture goods (either inputs such as seeds or the sales price for crops) 

affected you? How? 

• Has there been any change in the profitability of these livelihoods between early adulthood and 

late adulthood?  Has the nature of shocks facing these livelihoods changed over time?  

 

Ask about the health of family members: 

• Health of interviewee and family? 

• Impact on household well-being? 

• Were there any periods of sickness?  If so, of who and where did you go for treatment?  How 

much did it cost and how did you find that money? 

 

Important relationships for sustaining livelihoods and coping with shocks: 

• Key relationships: landlords, friends, employers, neighbours, richer households, social networks, 

kinship networks, employment relations, cooperatives, banks.  If any of these relationships have 

been important, how have they been important? 

• Any participation or engagement in social safety nets? How important is this for your household? 

When / in what event has it been especially important? 

• Looking back over your late adulthood are there any difficult events or periods that stand out? 

(Use this question to probe shocks, coping strategies, channels of support 

• [relatives, friends, NGOs, church, moneylender etc], changes in asset levels, changes in livelihood 

strategies). 
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• Looking back over your late adulthood are there any positive events or periods that stand out? 

(use this question to probe opportunities, investment, acquisition, aspiration, resilience) 

 

Older age 

• How is life during older age? 

• Working or not work?  Are you able to support yourself?  If not, who is supporting you? 

• Health?  Were there any periods of sickness?  If so, of who and where did you go for treatment?  

How much did it cost and how did you find that money?  If you are taking regular medication, 

where do you get this from?  

• Widowhood: age when spouse died; implications; feelings; change in status 

• Relationships with others: responsibilities; support from children; role in community; status? 

• Any participation or engagement in social safety nets? How important is this for your household? 

When / in what event has it been especially important? 

• Any changes in recent years?  

• Looking back over your older age are there any difficult events or periods that stand out? (use 

this question to probe shocks, coping strategies, channels of support [relatives, friends, NGOs, 

church, moneylender etc], changes in asset levels, changes in livelihood strategies) 

• Looking back over your older age are there any positive events or periods that stand out? (use 

this question to probe opportunities, investment, acquisition, aspiration, resilience) 

 

 


