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Life History Report Round III: 
Niabouri, Wulensi and Daboya 

Kees van der Geest, March 2011 

 

All tables and figures in this report are based on the Life History 

questionnaire of the Participatory Assessment of Development 

research project, carried out during the third round of fieldwork in 

January 2010. The questionnaire is included in APPENDIX 3 at the end 

of this document.  

 

The first objective of this report is to provide background information of the participants of 

three workshops organised for the ‘Participatory Assessment of Development’ research 

project in Niabouri (Burkina Faso), Daboya and Wulensi (both Ghana). The second objective 

is to identify differences between the research areas with regard to socio-economic 

development. The third objective is to describe some general trends in the research areas 

through the lives and experiences of the people who attended the workshops. In the present 

report, only the three research sites that we visited in the third round of fieldwork are 

discussed. The situation in the first six areas that we visited, in August-September 2008 and 

February-March 2009, has been described in the first and second life history report (see 

www.padev.nl). A synthesis of all three life history reports, which positions all research areas 

in terms of socio-economic development, will be completed in August 2011.  

We collected the ‘life histories’ of workshop participants through a short 

questionnaire. A total of 153 participants returned the forms. Those who could read and write 

completed their questionnaires first and then assisted the illiterate participants. After that, a 

PADEV team member went through the questionnaires with the participants individually to 

see if all questions were understood well and answered correctly.  

 

The number of participants (153) in the third round of workshops was slightly lower than in 

the first (178) and second round (185). About a quarter of the participants were women, with 

the highest proportion of women in Niabouri and the lowest in Wulensi (see TABLE 1). The 

participation of women was low in comparison with the first two rounds of workshops in 

which 30.1 percent of the participants were women. The average age of workshop participants 

was a bit lower (43) than in the first two rounds of workshops (47 and 45 respectively).  

 

TABLE 1: Workshop locations and participants by gender and average age (N=153). 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya Total 

Country Burkina Faso Ghana Ghana  

Region Centre-Ouest Northern Northern  

Province/District Sissili Nanumba-South West Gonja  

     

Number of participants  48 50 55 153 

Of whom women 18 

(37.5 %) 

10 

(20.0 %) 

12 

(21.8 %) 

40 

(26.1 %) 

Average age men 40 46 44 44 

Average age women 41 38 42 41 

Average age all 41 44 44 43 
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The life history questionnaire contained questions about some basic socio-economic 

characteristics of the workshop participants themselves and of their direct relatives (children, 

siblings, spouses and parents), yielding a database of 2022 people. The information we have 

of these relatives are gender, age, place of residence, occupation, level of education, religion 

and marital status. For the fathers, we also have information about the number of wives they 

married and their total number of children (see APPENDIX 3 for a copy of the questionnaire). 

We use this information to assess some broad trends in the research areas, like increasing 

education levels, de-agrarianisation, migration, religious change, polygamy and fertility. For 

easy visual interpretation of these trends, I use graphs that plot several socio-demographic 

variables against birth decade (see FIGURE 2 and beyond). It should be noted that the number 

of ‘cases’ for the early decades of the 20th century is relatively small (see TABLE 2). This may 

affect the representativeness of the data for these decades, and can cause humps in the graphs 

that do not reflect reality. Therefore I have aggregated the people born in the 1890s, 1900s, 

1910s and 1920s in one category (labelled “<1930” in the graphs).  

 

TABLE 2: Number of cases per birth decade and research area (N=2022) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya Total 

1890s 1 3 5 9 

1900s 3 8 11 22 

1910s 4 9 7 20 

1920s 17 23 21 61 

1930s 19 29 41 89 

1940s 44 29 68 141 

1950s 53 63 66 182 

1960s 59 79 104 242 

1970s 85 107 120 312 

1980s 101 132 121 354 

1990s 111 98 103 312 

2000s 123 87 68 278 

Total 620 667 735 2022 

  

The population pyramids below (FIGURE 1) show the gender and age distribution of the 

population sample. The figures exclude workshop participants’ relatives who are no longer 

alive. The age difference between the participants of the three workshops (see TABLE 1) is 

also reflected in the population pyramids. The number of children (born in the 1990s and 

2000s) is much greater in Niabouri than in Wulensi and Daboya. On average, workshop 

participants in Niabouri were younger than in the other locations and they had more children 

(see below in section about fertility). This has implications for the trends I present in this 

report in which the data for the three research areas are lumped together. Therefore, I always 

include separate figures in which the trends per research area are specified.  
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FIGURE 1: Population pyramids of participants and their relatives by research area
1
 

1a: Total of three workshops (N=1820) 1b: Niabouri workshop (N=559) 

 
Average age men: 31.3 

Average age women: 33.0 

 

 
Average age men: 25.8 

Average age women: 30.3 

 

1c: Wulensi workshop (N=611) 1d: Daboya workshop (N=650) 

 
Average age men: 32.0 

Average age women: 33.0 

 
Average age men: 35.5 

Average age women: 35.2 

Outline 

This report is organised in several domains: education, occupation, religion, migration, 

ethnicity, languages, marital status and fertility. For each domain, I first present the 

information of the research participants in the three research areas. Afterwards I use the larger 

sample to analyse trends in the different domains and to identify differences in socio-

economic development in the research areas. In most domains, separate figures are given for 

men and women in order to assess – changes in – gender differences. After presenting the 

findings from the different domains, I will analyse people’s good and bad years, and I will 

conclude with a short overview of the main differences between the research locations and the 

principal trends in the research areas.  

 

                                                 
1
 Although the total database of workshop participants and their direct relatives contains information about 2022 

people, the graphs and tables in this report are usually based on less cases because of missing values or because 

certain categories were excluded (in FIGURE 1: relatives who are no longer alive).  
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APPENDIX 1 compares the education level, occupation type and religion of the workshop 

participants and their siblings. The aim of this exercise is to assess to what extent the 

workshop participants can be considered representative for the population in the research 

areas. The appendix shows that the workshop participants on average had enjoyed more 

formal education (6.9 years) than their siblings (3.8 years) and that they were more likely to 

have a salary job (particularly in Wulensi where fifty-six percent of the participants were 

salaried workers). Siblings were more likely to be self-employed in the non-farm sector. The 

proportion of farmers was similar among the group of participants and their siblings. In terms 

of religion, no large differences were discernible between the workshop participants and their 

siblings. In sum, workshop participants were higher educated than their siblings and were 

more often salary workers. The difference was most pronounced in Wulensi.   

Education 

We gathered information about the education level of all workshop participants, their 

children, siblings, parents and spouses. In the Niabouri workshop, the participants had a much 

lower level of formal education than in the other two workshops. Over half the participants 

here had never been to school at all and only one had furthered his education beyond the 

secondary level. By contrast, in Wulensi and Daboyo more than half of the participants had 

enjoyed secondary or tertiary education (see TABLE 3). This does not necessarily mean that 

people’s level of education is higher in these places than in Niabouri. As we will below, in the 

section about occupation, in Daboya and particularly in Wulensi more ‘officials’ participated 

in the workshop.  

 

TABLE 3: Education levels of workshop participants by research area (N=152) 

Education Niabouri Wulensi Daboya Total 

None (%) 56.3 18.0 35.2 36.2 

Primary (%) 22.9 6.0 9.3 12.5 

Secondary (%) 16.7 28.0 33.3 26.3 

Tertiary (%) 2.1 46.0 20.4 23.0 

Adult literacy (%) 2.1 2.0 1.9 2.0 

Madrassa (%) 0 0 0 0 

Years of education (avg.) 3.3 10.4 6.9 6.9 

Total (N)  48 50 54 152 

 

FIGURE 2 below shows the steady increase in education levels in the research areas. Of the 

people born in the first four decades of this century, only very few ever went to school. For 

those born in the 1950s and 1960s, the proportion that went to school was around thirty five 

percent. In the 1990s, enrolment has increased to almost eighty percent (see FIGURE 2a). The 

drop in tertiary education in the 1990s is because most people born in the 1990s have not yet 

reached the age of attending a tertiary institution. Children and siblings born in the 2000s 

have been excluded from this figure and the figures below because most of them are not yet of 

school-going age. The graphs for the separate research areas (FIGURE 2b, 2c and 2d) show 

large differences between Niabouri on the one hand and Wulensi and Daboya on the other. In 

Niabouri, four out of ten children born in the 1990s have never attended school and less than 

one out of eight attends or has attended a secondary school. By contrast, in Wulensi and 

Daboya more than half of the children born in the 1990s attends or has attended a secondary 

school.  
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FIGURE 2: Highest education levels by birth decade and research area 

2a: Total of three areas (N=1697) 2b: Niabouri (N=462) 

  
2c: Wulensi (N=579) 2d: Daboya (N=656) 

  
 

FIGURE 3, 4 and 5 show for each research area the proportion of participants’ relatives that 

have attended primary, secondary and tertiary education, differentiated by gender. In the life 

history reports of the first two rounds of workshops, I wrote that women had caught up with 

men in terms of both primary and secondary school enrolment in the age cohort of the 1980s 

or 1990s. In the third round of workshops, this is only the case for Niabouri. In Daboya and 

Wulensi the proportion of girls enjoying primary and especially secondary education is 

significantly lower than the proportion of boys. Another difference with the previous 

workshop rounds is that convergence has been relatively late (age cohort 1990s). The 

difference is much greater in the case of tertiary education
2
 but here too, the gender gap is 

reducing. 

 

                                                 
2
 Tertiary education involves university, teacher training college, nurse training college, agricultural college or 

polytechnic. 
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FIGURE 3: Primary education by birth decade, gender and research area  

3a: Total three research areas (N=1697) 3b: Niabouri (N=462) 

  
3c: Wulensi (N=579) 3d: Daboya (N=656) 
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FIGURE 4: Secondary education by birth decade, gender and research area 

4a: Total three research areas (N=1697) 4b: Niabouri (N=462) 

  
4c: Wulensi (N=579) 4d: Daboya (N=656) 
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FIGURE 5: Tertiary education by birth decade, gender and research area 

5a: Men 5b: Women 

  
 

As we have seen above, there are substantial differences in education history between the 

relatives of workshop participants in Niabouri and the two Ghanaian research areas. In 

Wulensi and Daboya the trend is very similar: education levels have sharply increased, first 

for men and later also for women. The gap between men and women is gradually reducing, 

but has not yet disappeared. This is more clearly shown in FIGURE 6 which depicts the average 

years of education
3
 in the research areas and for men and women separately. The decline in 

the 1990s is because many of the youth in this age cohort have not yet completed their 

educational careers. For people born in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s the difference in 

education years between Niabouri on the one hand and Wulensi and Daboya on the other is a 

factor two to three. FIGURE 6 confirms the trends sketched above. Firstly, education levels are 

highest in Wulensi and Daboya and lowest in Niabouri. Secondly, the level of formal 

education has gradually increased in the course of the 20th century, but not so much in 

Niabouri. And thirdly, the difference between male and female education levels has gradually 

declined, but still exists except in the case of Niabouri.  

 

                                                 
3
 In the questionnaire, respondents mentioned their highest level of education (e.g. primary 4, jss3, sss2, A-level, 

Technical School, Teacher Training College or University). The years of education were calculated based on 

information about the schooling systems in Ghana and Burkina Faso and in different periods (old system, new 

system). See APPENDIX 2 for an overview. 
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FIGURE 6: Education years by birth decade, gender and research area  

6a: Total three research areas (N=1697) 6b: Niabouri (N=462) 

  
6c: Wulensi (N=579) 6d: Daboya (N=656) 

  
We have to be careful not to automatically generalise the findings for relatives of workshop 

participants to the overall situation in the three research areas. As we saw in TABLE 3 the 

workshop participants in Wulensi had a much higher level of formal education than the ones 

in Niabouri. This is at least partly because more ‘officials’ had attended the Wulensi 

workshop, and it is not surprising that their relatives also have a higher level of education. 

TABLE A1.5 (in APPENDIX 1) shows the relation between the level of education of workshop 

participants and the years of education of their relatives (parents, children and siblings 

separately). As could be expected, this table reveals that higher educated workshop 

participants were more likely to have parents that had attended school and that their children 

were more likely to further their education.  

Occupation 

The life history questionnaire inquired about the occupation(s) of workshop participants, their 

parents, siblings, children and spouses. We first asked what the respondents’ main occupation 
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was, and in a follow-up question we asked whether they had any other income generating 

activities or community functions. TABLE 4a shows the breakdown of main occupations of 

workshop partisans by research area and gender. The table shows that in Niabouri much more 

participants were farmers/housewives
4
 than in Wulensi and Daboya. In the two Ghanaian 

workshops, much more officials had been invited, most of whom were men. In Daboya 

relatively many participants were self-employed in the non-farm sector, mostly in textile. 

Both men and women engage in these activities, but men in Daboya more often mentioned 

such work as a secondary activity next to farming (see TABLE 4b).  

 

TABLE 4a: Main occupation of workshop participants by research area and gender 

(N=185) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Farmer / housewife 26 17 14 5 16 1 

Non-farm self employed 0 0 2 1 9 9 

Salary work / pension 4 1 24 4 18 2 

Total 30 18 40 10 43 12 

 

TABLE 4b shows the breakdown of secondary occupations of workshop partisans by research 

area and gender. Fifty-two percent of the respondents mentioned a secondary income activity 

or community function (see TABLE 4b). The figure was lowest for women in Daboya (25 

percent) and highest for men in Wulensi (80 percent). The most common combinations were:  

− Farmers and housewives having a non-farm income generating activity (24) or a 

community function (8) 

− Salary workers having a farm (14) or a non-farm income generating activity 

besides their salary (13).  

 

TABLE 4b: Secondary occupation of workshop participants by research area and gender 

(N=185) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female 

None 16 11 14 2 21 9 

Farming (rainfed, crops) 1 0 12 1 4 1 

Herding 5 0 0 0 1 0 

Dry season garden 0 0 2 0 0 0 

Non-farm self employed 6 3 8 7 13 2 

Community function 2 4 4 0 4 0 

Total 30 18 40 10 43 12 

 

The most common non-farm activities were trading (20) textile work, like weaving and dress 

making (15) and processing of agricultural produce, like sheanut oil extraction, beer brewing 

and soap making (7). Some other activities that were mentioned were masonry, carpentry, hair 

dressing, driving, bee keeping and traditional medicine. Most of the salary workers were 

teachers (28) and agricultural extension officers (10). Other professionals that attended the 

workshop were NGO staff (5) and civil servants working in different departments (13). 

                                                 
4
 I combined this category because women quite arbitrarily called their occupation either farmer or housewife. 
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People who mentioned community functions were chiefs (5) assembly men/women
5
 (6), 

women leaders (2) and a catechist. 

 

FIGURE 7 shows the occupational history of men and women for the three research areas 

separately. Children and siblings born in the 1990s and 2000s have been excluded from this 

figure because most of them are still schooling or are not yet of working age. Interesting 

differences and similarities are discernible between the research areas. Just like the two 

Burkina research areas from previous rounds of fieldwork, Niabouri has experienced little 

diversification into non-farm activities. For all age cohorts, between eighty and hundred 

percent of the economically active relatives mentioned farming as their main occupation.
6
 The 

two Ghanaian research sites are different from the other workshop areas that we visited in the 

fist two rounds. Contrary to the other research sites, in both Wulensi and Daboya, the most 

common occupation for women of all age cohorts was not farming, but non-farm self 

employment (see FIGURE 7).  

 

FIGURE 7: Main occupation by birth decade, gender and research area (N=1337) 
 

7a: Niabouri Men (N=162) 7b: Niabouri women (N=213) 

  

                                                 
5
 In Niabouri the terms used were ‘conseiller’ (male) or ‘conseillère’ (female). 

6
 Note: for relatives of workshop participants we did not explicitly inquire about secondary income generating 

activities besides their main occupation.  
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7c: Wulensi men (N=205) 7d: Wulensi women (N=237) 

  
7e: Daboya men (N=239) 7f: Daboya women (N=281) 

  
 

Just as in the first two rounds of workshops women tend to diversify more into self-employed 

non-farm activities while men are more likely to find formal salary employment. This is not 

so strange because historically education levels of men have been higher. It will be interesting 

to see whether the narrowing gender gap in education will enable more women to secure 

formal sector jobs as was the case in Nandom (second round of workshops) where the gender 

gap was already closed in the 1970s and where education levels were quite high.  

 

It should be noted that many of the respondents’ relatives with non-farm occupations are not 

living within the research areas. Relatives who had migrated out of the area were more likely 

to have a non-farm occupation than those who were still living in the area (see TABLE 5). Still, 

the difference between the research areas is clear: the process of de-agrarianisation is most 

advanced in Daboya and Wulensi and least advanced in Niabouri. 
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TABLE 5: Occupation by residence and research area (N=707)
7
 

 Residence N Non-farm occupation (%) 

Niabouri In the area 147 3.4 

 Outside the area 34 50.0 

Wulensi In the area 92 52.2 

 Outside the area 138 73.2 

Daboya In the area 172 59.3 

 Outside the area 124 89.5 

Total In the area 411 37.7 

 Outside the area 296 77.4 

Note: The percentages were calculated over the siblings and children of the 

workshop participants that were born before 1990. 

Religion 

The religious affiliation of workshop participants differed clearly between the three research 

sites. In Wulensi and Daboya most participants were Muslims, some were Christians and only 

one man in each workshop was a Traditional believer. In Niabouri, Muslims, Christians and 

Traditional believers attended the workshop in more equal numbers, but most were 

Traditionalists (see TABLE 6). In the previous workshops, women were usually well-presented 

among Christian participants. In this round, however, the opposite was the case, especially in 

Wulensi and Daboya where most Christian participants were men. 

 

TABLE 6: Religious affiliation of workshop participants by gender and research area 

(N=153) 

Religion Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Muslim  7 5 30 9 35 11 

Christian 9 5 9 1 7 1 

Traditionalist 14 8 1 0 1 0 

Total 30 18 40 10 43 12 

 

We also gathered information about the religious affiliation of the siblings, children, parents 

and spouses of workshop participants. FIGURE 8 shows that the religious trend in Daboya and 

Wulensi is similar. Conversion to Islam is not a recent phenomenon here. In all age cohorts, 

the majority is Muslim. Among people born from the 1940s onwards, the proportion of 

Christians is quite stable at around 15 percent. No major changes are discernible among the 

younger age cohorts. The picture for Niabouri is different. Here, most elderly people are 

traditionalists while younger age cohorts increasingly convert to Christianity. Among people 

born from the 1940s onwards, the proportion of Muslims is quite stable at about twenty-five 

percent 

 

                                                 
7
 The percentages were calculated over the siblings and children of the workshop participants that were born 

before the 1990s.  
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FIGURE 8: Religious affiliation by birth decade, gender and research area  

8a: Total of three areas (N=2006) 8b: Niabouri (N=609) 

  
8c: Wulensi (N=663) 8d: Daboya (N=734) 
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Migration, ethnicity and languages 

The life history questionnaire included questions about birthplace, ethnicity, migration 

experience and language proficiency. Together the answers to these questions enable a rough 

sketch of the migration profile of the workshop participants in the three research areas. It is 

not always clear whether this reflects the migration profile of the rest of the population of the 

research areas. A first observation is that in all three research areas few in-migrants 

participated. About ninety percent of the workshop participants were born in the area (see 

TABLE 7) and among those who were born elsewhere, most had parents who were indigenous 

to the area (i.e. they were born while their parents had temporarily migrated). In the Daboya 

workshop the participants were most homogeneous in terms ethnic background: almost ninety 

percent were Gonja (see TABLE 7). In Niabouri, the majority were Nouni, but there was 

substantial participation from the Sisala and Dagara communities.
8
 The workshop in Wulensi 

was most diverse in terms of ethnicity. Here, the largest number of participants were 

Dagomba (forty percent), followed by Nanumba (thirty percent) and Konkomba (eighteen 

percent).  

 

TABLE 7: In-migration and ethnicity of workshop participants by research area (N=185) 

Research area Born in the same region Ethnic belonging 

Niabouri 89.6 % Nouni (58.3 %) 

Sisala (14.6 %)  

Dagara (12.5 %) 

Other (14.6 %) 

Wulensi 92.0 % Dagomba (40.0 %)  

Nanumba (30.0 %)  

Konkoma (18.0 %) 

 92.1 % Other (12.0 %) 

Daboya  Gonja (87.3%) 

  Other (12.7 %) 

 

About half the workshop participants had lived outside their home area for periods of more 

than a year. The figure was lowest for Niabouri and highest for Daboya (see TABLE 8). Most 

migrants from Niabouri had worked as farmers or farm labourers in Cote d’Ivoire. Among the 

workshop participants in Wulensi and Daboya – where more ‘officials’ attended – most had 

stayed in Accra or Tamale to further their education. In addition, three participants in Wulensi 

had travelled to overseas destinations (France, Europe and US) and one participant in Daboya 

had travelled to South Africa. 

 

TABLE 8: Migration experiences of workshop participants by research area (N=185) 

Research 

area 

Returned 

migrants  

% Length of migration 

(average, years) 

Major 

destination 

Major 

occupation 

Niabouri 20 (41.7) 4.6 Cote d’Ivoire Farming 

Wulensi 25 (50.0) 6.5 Accra Studies 

Daboya 34  (61.8) 5.4 Tamale Studies 

 

TABLE 9 shows the language proficiency of the workshop participants. On average people 

spoke three languages (3.04 for the three workshops together). Language proficiency was 

                                                 
8
 The Sisala and Dagara predominantly live across the border with Ghana, in the Upper West Region, but their 

settlement in the Niabouri area may go back to pre-colonial times. 
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highest in Niabouri where most Nouni spoke Moré and Dioula next to their native tongue. In 

the Wulensi and Daboya workshops many participants spoke English because many officials 

attended here. While the language of the Ashanti (Twi) is commonly seen as the lingua franca 

in Ghana, only few people in the Daboya workshop spoke Twi. Here, Hausa and Dagbane 

(the language of the Dagomba) are the most common language besides the local language 

(Gonja). In Wulensi, Dagbane was clearly the most commonly spoken language. The 

Nanumba are closely related to the Dagomba and they speak Dagbane as their native tongue. 

Most Konkomba also spoke Dagbane, while only two Nanumba and Dagomba spoke the 

language of the Konkomba.  

 

TABLE 9: Workshop participants’ language proficiency by research area (N=185) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

Average number of languages spoken 3.2 2.9 3.0 

    

1 language spoken (%) 16.7 12.0 5.5 

2 languages spoken (%) 18.8 26.0 32.7 

3 languages spoken (%) 14.6 28.0 25.5 

4 languages spoken (%) 37.5 24.0 29.1 

5 to 6 languages spoken (%) 12.5 10.0 7.3 

    

% speaking English or French 47.9 70.0 60.0 

% speaking local lingua franca (Twi or Moré) 68.8 46.0 14.5 

Marital status and fertility 

The data that we gathered on marital status and fertility are summarised in Error! Reference 

source not found.10a and 10b. Most participants were married. In addition eight widows, two 

widowers, eleven unmarried men, one unmarried woman and three separated or divorced 

persons participated.  

Polygamy was most common in Niabouri where a bit more than half the men had 

more than one wife. The same applied to female participants whose husbands had more than 

one wife. In Wulensi and Daboya the proportion of polygamous men was lower, but still 

substantial (see TABLE 10a). We also gathered information about the number of wives of the 

workshop participants’ fathers (see TABLE 10b). The data suggest that polygamy is on the 

decline in all three research areas, but no firm conclusion can be drawn based on the life 

history data because some men may still be in the process of marrying more than one wife.  

Fertility data need to be studied with much care because of the age difference of the 

participants of the three research areas and because of the difference in polygamy. The 

number of children born per female participant was highest in Niabouri. The number of 

children per wife of male participants is highest in Daboya, but the average age of male 

participants in Daboya was six years higher than in Niabouri. Comparing the number of 

children per male participant with the number of children their fathers had, it seems fertility 

rates are declining. However, here again, no firm conclusion can be drawn based on the life 

history data because some men may still be in the process of getting more children.  
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TABLE 10a: Workshop participants’ marital status and number of children by research 

area and gender (N=185) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Age (avg.) 40 41 44 42 46 38 

Marital status:       

− Married (%) 86.7 77.8 90.0 70.0 86.0 66.7 

− Widowed (%)  3.3 22.2 0 20.0 2.3 16.7 

− Separated (%) 0 0 2.5 10.0 0 8.3 

− Unmarried (%) 10.0 0 7.5 0 11.6 8.3 

Polygamous (%) 51.9 55.6 44.4 22.2 34.2 48.6 

Wives per polygamous man (avg.) 2.25 2.5 2.56 3.0 2.38 3.0 

Children (avg.) 5.6 4.9 4.9 4.4 5.3 3.2 

Children per wife (avg.) 3.8 - 3.3 - 4.2 - 

 

TABLE 10b: Marital status and number of children of workshop participants’ fathers by 

research area (N=185) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

Polygamous father (%) 68.7 72.0 70.9 

Wives per polygamous father (avg.) 2.7 2.7 4.9 

Father’s number of children (avg.) 10.4 11.2 15.0 

Father’s children per wife 4.9 5.2 4.9 

 

FIGURE 9 shows the number of children of each of the workshop participants by their birth 

year. As could be expected, the older participants tend to have more children than the younger 

participants. This is at least partly because the younger participants are still in the process of 

getting children. The difference between younger and elderly participants was largest in 

Wulensi and smallest in Niabouri, which could indicate that fertility rates are declining fastest 

in Wulensi and slowest in Niabouri.  
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FIGURE 9: Number of children per workshop participant by research area and birth 

year 

 

Good and bad years 

As part of the life history questionnaire, each workshop participant could mention three good 

or bad years in their life and they indicated what made these years good or bad. Bad years 

were mentioned more often (192 times) than good years (120 times). Years in the past decade 

(2000s) were mentioned more often than years in the previous two decades (1980s and 

1990s), especially in the case of good years (see FIGURE 10). Bad years and particularly 

traumatizing events like the Nanumba-Konkomba conflicts of the early 1980s and mid 1990s 

go back a bit further in time.  

 

 

TABLE 11 lists the reasons that people indicated why a certain year was good or bad. Bad 

years are mainly related to ethnic conflict (in Wulensi), the death of relatives, droughts, 

floods, hunger and health problems. Some respondents also lamented the year that they 

dropped out of school, mostly because of problems paying school fees. Good years are mostly 

related to good agricultural production, successes in schooling (e.g. being admitted to 

university), positive turns in careers and businesses, marriage and child birth and the purchase 

of means of transport. Six participants further mentioned that they were awarded a price for 

best farmer of the district.  

 

As is shown in TABLE 11, people’s good and bad years are to a large extent related to personal 

tragedy and triumph. Therefore, it is hard to discern a trend in good and bad years. However, 

some of the reasons that were mentioned do operate at a non-individual level, such as 

droughts, floods, good or bad harvest years and the Nanumba-Konkomba conflict. A more in-
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depth analysis of bad years yielded no specific years in which major droughts or famines took 

place.  

FIGURE 10: Frequency of good and bad years (1980-2010) 
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TABLE 11: Clusters of reasons mentioned for good and bad years (N=145) 

Why bad? 

 

Freq Why good? Freq 

Ethnic/chieftaincy conflict 50 Good rain and harvest, enough food 28 

Death-related 45 Education-related 20 

Drought, hunger, low harvest 39 Career or work related 16 

Flood 16 Business related 11 

Health-related 11 Won a best farmer award 6 

Education-related 5 Marriage 6 

Business-related 5 Bought a motorbike/bicycle/car 6 

Career or work-related 3 Birth of children 6 

Livestock-related 2 Health-related 5 

Fire outbreak 2 Built a house 3 

Unemployment 2 Migration-related 2 

Divorce 2 Low prices 2 

Economic problems 2 Politics related 1 

Family problems 2 Performed Haj 1 

High prices 1 Converted to Christianity 1 

Maltreatment by soldiers 1 Bought cattle 1 

Failed migration 1 Aid from NGO 1 
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Conclusion: patterns and trends 

The life history survey has yielded a database that allows us to discern some important socio-

economic and demographic trends in the three research areas. The analysis revealed some 

general patterns of difference between Niabouri on the one hand and Wulensi and Daboya on 

the other. On almost all indicators, Niabouri seems to be more ‘traditional’ than the other two 

sites: in Niabouri the workshop participants and their relatives – both male and female – were 

less educated, had less non-farm activities, were more often Traditional believers and were 

more often polygamous. The only indicator on which Niabouri had a more progressive score 

was the gender difference in primary and secondary school enrolment. Girls born in the 1980s 

and 1990s had similar or higher enrolment rates than boys of the same age cohort. By 

contrast, in Wulensi and Daboya, primary and secondary school enrolment of girls is still 

lower than that of boys. 

 

Wulensi and Daboya are quite similar in terms of education levels, occupation (less farming 

and more non-farm self-employment than elsewhere), religious background (mostly Muslim), 

migration experience of the workshop participants (predominantly for studies), language 

proficiency and fertility rates. A difference between Wulensi and Daboya is that Wulensi is 

much more heterogeneous in its ethnic setup. In Daboya almost all workshop participants 

were Gonja while in Wulensi there was more diversity (Dagomba, Nanumba and Konkomba).  

 

Several trends are discernible – to different extents – in the three research areas. Firstly, there 

is a strong increase in education levels, but this is less pronounced in Niabouri. Secondly, 

there is a move away from livelihoods that purely rely on farming. This trend is strong among 

men in Wulensi, but very weak in Niabouri. Women in Wulensi and Daboya seem to have 

had non-farm occupations already for a longer period and the same is true for men in Daboya. 

Thirdly, in Niabouri, in the past decades, there has been a substantial conversion from 

Traditional belief to Christianity and to a lesser extent Islam. This is much less the case in 

Wulensi and Daboya where conversion to Islam is a much older phenomenon. Fourthly, 

polygamy and fertility rates seem to be on the decline in the three research areas, but no clear 

conclusions can be drawn on this from the life history data because many of the younger 

workshop participants were still in the process of getting children and possibly also marrying 

more than one wife.  
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APPENDIX 1: Comparing workshop participants and their siblings 

 

This appendix assesses to what extent the workshop participants differ from the ‘average’ 

population in the research areas. Just as in the previous round of workshops, in this round we 

also find quite a marked difference between the workshop participants and their siblings. The 

people that attended the workshops were higher educated (see TABLE A1.1 and A1.2) and 

more likely to be salary workers (see TABLE A1.3) than their siblings. The disparity was 

largest in Wulensi. The differences between workshop participants and their siblings are even 

more pronounced if only those siblings that live within the research area are included in the 

analysis, so excluding those who migrated out of the area (not shown in tables). In terms of 

religion, no clear differences between participants and their siblings are discernible (see 

TABLE A1.4). In TABLE A1.5 the relation between the education level of workshop 

participants and the education level of their parents and children is investigated. It shows that 

this relation is positive and significant: the higher the formal education level of participants, 

the higher the number of years that their parents and children went to school. This means that 

we should be careful not to easily generalize our findings from the life history questionnaire 

to general tendencies in the research areas. TABLE A1.5 also looks at the relation between 

education levels of workshop participants and their siblings. No significant correlation was 

found here.  

 

TABLE A1.1 Education years (N=774) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya Total 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Participants 3.70 2.50 11.08 7.50 7.38 5.00 7.71 4.50 

Siblings 2.91 1.11 5.41 3.28 6.01 3.61 4.97 2.85 

 

 

TABLE A1.2: Education level (N=946) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Participants Siblings Participants Siblings Participants Siblings 

None (%) 56.3 71.0 18.0 54.0 35.2 49.8 

Primary (%) 22.9 16.7 6.0 8.9 9.3 6.9 

Secondary (%) 16.7 8.0 28.0 27.2 33.3 30.0 

Tertiary (%) 2.1 2.5 46.0 7.5 20.4 8.9 

Literacy classes (%) 2.1 1.2 2.0 0.5 1.9  

Madrassa (%) 0.0 0.6 0.0 1.9 0.0 4.5 
 
 

 Total sample 

 Participants Siblings 

None (%) 36.2 56.8 
Primary (%) 12.5 10.1 
Secondary (%) 26.3 23.3 
Tertiary (%) 23.0 6.8 
Literacy classes (%) 2.0 0.5 
Madrassa (%) 0.0 2.6 
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TABLE A1.3 Occupation type (N=721) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Participants Siblings Participants Siblings Participants Siblings 

Farmer (%) 85.4 89.5 38.0 48.9 30.9 28.2 

Self-employed (%) 4.2 6.2 6.0 42.5 32.7 51.8 

Salary (%) 10.4 4.3 56.0 8.6 36.4 20.0 
 
 

 Total sample 

 Participants Siblings 

Farmer (%) 50.3 52.5 

Self-employed (%) 15.0 35.7 

Salary (%) 34.6 11.8 

 

 

TABLE A1.4 Religion (N=780) 

 Niabouri Wulensi Daboya 

 Participants Siblings Participants Siblings Participants Siblings 

Muslim (%) 25.0 28.4 78.0 68.2 83.6 88.3 

Christian (%) 29.2 31.4 20.0 19.4 14.5 9.7 

Traditional (%) 45.8 40.2 2.0 12.3 1.8 2.0 

 

 Total sample 

 Participants Siblings 

Muslim (%) 63.4 65.4 

Christian (%) 20.9 18.8 

Traditional (%) 15.7 15.8 

 

 

TABLE A1.5 Education: Relation between participants and their relatives 

Education level of 

workshop participants 

Average years  

of education 

Parents 

Average years  

of education 

Children 

Average years 

of education 

Siblings 

Average years 

of education 

Relatives 

Not attended school (54) 0.2 3.8 3.6 2.8 

Primary (19) 0.3 2.9 3.3 2.6 

Secondary (40) 0.4 4.1 3.9 3.7 

Tertiary (35) 2.0 6.1 3.5 5.6 

     

Eta  0.294 0.286 0.044 0.428 

Linearity 0.006 0.010 0.966 0.000 
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APPENDIX 2:  Years of education by school type 

 

Table A2.1 and A2.2 show the conversion factors used to calculate people’s education years. 

In the life history questionnaire, respondents mentioned their highest level of education (e.g. 

primary 4, jss3, sss2, A-level, Technical School, Teacher Training College or University). 

The years of education were calculated based on information about the schooling systems in 

Ghana and Burkina Faso and in different periods (old and new secondary school system in 

Ghana). A clear difference between Ghana and Burkina Faso is that in Ghana much more 

types of tertiary education are mentioned while in Burkina Faso the only tertiary institution 

mentioned is the university.   

 

TABLE A2.1: Years of education by school type: Ghana 

School type Years 

Primary school 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Junior secondary school 1, 2, 3 7, 8, 9 

Middle school 1, 2, 3, 4 7, 8, 9, 10 

Senior secondary school 1, 2, 3 10, 11, 12 

Technical/vocational school 11 

O-level 12 

A-level 13 

Teacher/nurse training college 15 

Agric college 15 

Polytechnic 15 

University 16 

Non-formal education / literacy classes 2 

Madrassa 2 

 

TABLE A2.2: Years of education by school type: Burkina Faso 

School type Years 

Primaire: CP1, CP2 1, 2 

Primaire: CE1, CE2 3, 4 

Primaire: CM1, CM2 (CEP) 5, 6 

Secondaire: 6e, 5e, 4e, 3e (BEPC) 7, 8, 9, 10 

Secondaire: 2e, 1e (BAC) 11, 12 

Université 16 

Centre de Formation des Jeunes Agriculteurs (CFJA)/ecole rurale 2 

Centre Polyvalent a Alphabetisation Functionelle (CPAF) 2 

Madrassa 2 
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APPENDIX 3: Life History Questionnaire 

1. Name: ........................................................................................... Gender: ............. Male | Female 

2. Age (or birth year): ..........................................................................................................................  

3. Where do you live now? (name of village/town).............................................................................  

4. Where were you born? ...............  Same place | Elsewhere in the region | Outside region, specify:  

5. What is/are your main occupation(s) / job(s)? ................................................................................  

 ..........................................................................................................................................................  

6. Do you have other income generating activities or community function(s)? .................... Yes | No 

If yes, specify ....................................................................................................................................  

7. Ethnicity / mother tongue: ...............................................................................................................  

8. Which other languages do you speak?.............................................................................................  

9. Current religion(s): ....................... Traditional | Muslim | Christian, specify..................................  

10. Did you follow another religion before? If yes, specify which.........................................................  

11. Marital status? ............................................................ Married | Widowed | Separated | Unmarried 

12. If married man, how many wives do you have? ..............................................................................  

13. If married woman, how many wives does your husband have? ......................................................  

14. Did you go to school? If yes, up to which level? (p4, jss2, etc.) ......................................................  

15. Have you ever gone on seasonal / temporary migration? ................................................. Yes | No 

If yes, how many times? ...................And where did you usually go?..............................................  

16. Have you ever migrated out of the region for longer periods (at least 1 year)? ................ Yes | No 

If yes, for how many years (total) ..................  Where did you live most of time? (mention region) 

.........................................And what was your main occupation there?...........................................  

17. Could you tell us which years or periods in your life were very good or very bad:  

Year/Period Good or bad? What happened? 

   

   

   

 

18. Other things that have been important in your life ..........................................................................  

 ..........................................................................................................................................................  

 ..........................................................................................................................................................  

19. YOUR FATHER: 

a. Year of birth (estimate decade if unknown)................................................................................  

b. Year of death (estimate decade if unknown)...............................................................................  

c. Education level: .................................................... Religion(s):.................................................  

d. What was/were his job(s) / occupation(s)? .................................................................................  

e. How many wives did he have (at the same time)? .....................................................................  

f. How many children did his wive(s) get in total? ........................................................................   

 

20. YOUR MOTHER 

a. Year of birth (estimate decade if unknown)................................................................................  

b. Year of death (estimate decade if unknown)...............................................................................  

c. Education level: .................................................... Religion(s):.................................................  

d. Job(s) / occupation(s): ................................................................................................................  

 

21. YOUR WIFE OR HUSBAND: (if more than one wife, please write on other side of paper) 

a. Year of birth (estimate decade if unknown)................................................................................  

b. Year of death (estimate decade if unknown)...............................................................................  

c. Education level: .................................................... Religion(s):.................................................  

d. Job(s) / occupation(s): ................................................................................................................  
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22. YOUR CHILDREN (if more than 10, please write others on other side of paper) 

 Name Boy / 

Girl 

Birth 

year 

Where does s/he 

live? (1) Same 

place (2) same 

region (3) outside 

region, specify 

Educational 

level 

Job(s) 

/occupation(s) 

Religion Married? 

1         
2         
3         
4         
5         
6         
7         
8         
9         
10         

23. YOUR BROTHERS – SAME MOTHER AS YOU (if more than 5, please write others 

on other side of paper) 

 Name Birth 

year 

Where does he 

live? (1) Same 

place (2) same 

region (3) outside 

region, specify 

Education 

level 

Job(s) / 

occupation(s) 

Religion Married? 

1        
2        
3        
4        
5        

24. YOUR SISTERS – SAME MOTHER AS YOU (if more than 5, please write others on 

other side of paper) 

 Name Birth 

year 

Where does she 

live? (1) Same 

place (2) same 

region (3) outside 

region, specify 

Education 

level 

Job(s) / 

occupation(s) 

Religion Married? 

1        
2        
3        
4        
5        

 

 


