Women’s Economic Empowerment and Children’s School Outcomes: The Case of Malawi

1. Introduction

The role of women’s economic empowerment (WEE) in improving the health and education
outcomes of children is not well understood in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). There is
evidence on the association between women’s empowerment more generally and child health
(Abreha, Walelign, & Zereyesus, 2020; Izraelov & Silber, 2019; Pratley, 2016; Santoso et al., 2019;
Yaya, Odusina, Uthman, & Bishwajit, 2020), but fewer studies have explored its association with
children’s access to education (Hatlebakk & Yogendra, 2016; Malapit, Sraboni, Quisumbing, &
Ahmed, 2019). In addition, most of these studies focus on associations between children’s access to
education and indicators such as education and employment rather than an aggregate measure of
empowerment as a whole. To the best of our knowledge, there is a lack of studies exploring the
association between maternal economic empowerment and education outcomes of children.
Moreover, the limited evidence available in the form of individual indicators of economic
empowerment is rather mixed. Further, there is little understanding of the gendered associations
between maternal economic empowerment and education outcomes of girls versus boys especially
in a high fertility African context. The present study attempts to fill these gaps in the literature.

Women’s economic empowerment is a process enabling women to access economic resources and
have voice and agency in economic decisions (Golla, Malhotra, Nanda, & Mehra, 2011). The process
of expanding women’s economic agency, decision-making and wellbeing entails any effort to
question, challenge or change regressive behaviors, norms and institutions, whether the intended
change is achieved or not (Hanmer & Klugman, 2016).

In this paper, we single out women’s economic empowerment as opposed to general empowerment,
because the economic dimension of empowerment is lagging behind other types of empowerment
(World Economic Forum, 2019). Yet, economic empowerment has attracted high policy and
programming interest, and is recognized as a central, cross-cutting outcome, essential for human
progress and economic development, and the cornerstone to achieving the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2016). WEE warrants a study of its own also, as the
inclusion of economic indicators in overall empowerment measurement is often limited, leaving
aside key indicators such as economic agency. Studies of general empowerment thus often fail to
fully understand the role of WEE. We consider different dimensions of women’s economic
empowerment, giving attention to the operational definition, variables and measurement in a low-
income context.

Using population data from Malawi, we answer two specific research questions: i) How is maternal
economic empowerment associated with children’s educational outcomes measured in terms of
progression through grade at appropriate ages (being on time for grade), their school enrolment and
attendance? and ii) To what extent do the observed associations vary by gender of child, lineage and
geographical region?

Data and Methods

We used the 2016/17 Malawi Integrated Household Survey (IHS), a nationally representative
household surveys with emphasis on agriculture (National Statistical Office, 2017a). Our population



of interest was primary and secondary school-age children (aged 6-25 years?) co-residing with their
mothers. 17,225 children residing in 7,063 households were included in the analytical sample.

Children’s school progress through grades (i.e. being on-time vs. older for grade) is the outcome
variable. According to UNESCO (2004), students are considered to be on-time if they are of the
official age or are one year older than the official age for their grade, and over-age if they are two or
more years older (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2004).

The main explanatory variable is women economic empowerment (WEE), an aggregate score of 6
variables: being in employment, earning income (any amount), education attainment, financial asset
access, land ownership (alone or jointly with their partners), and participation in decision-making at
household level. Employment was defined as working for a wage, including casual labour or working
at a family business (all types of business ranging from road-side vending to professional
establishments such as a law firm). For education attainment, women were empowered if they were
literate in English and/or national language Chichewa and had attained secondary qualification or
tertiary education level. We limited education to secondary or higher because education attainment-
associated gains tend to be substantial with secondary or higher education (Wodon et al., 2018).
Women who owned or had access to bank accounts or were responsible for repayment of existing
loans were empowered in financial assets. Participation in decision-making was based on three
measures— decision-making regarding use of own income earnings, crops to be planted, and/or use
of earnings from land sale. Women who participated in any of these decisions were empowered.

For each of the variables, women were coded as empowered (1) or not (0), depending on their
responses. Thus, the WEE score ranges from 0 (not empowered) to 6 (highly empowered). We
categorised the score into low (0-2), medium (3-4) and high (5-6) economic empowerment, based on
distribution of cases and indicator similarities for each level of score. The first category (34.3%)
consisted for the most part of women who participated in decision-making and/or who owned land.
Half (50.2%) of the women scored either three or four and consist of women who, for the most part,
were also employed and earned income. The last category (15.5%) consisted mostly of women who
on top of the other empowerment indicators, also had financial access and had post-primary
education, both more common in urban areas.

Control variables included gender and age of the child, age of mother, father’s education
attainment, number of school-age children within the household, lineage (patrilineal, matrilineal,
unknown), place of residence (urban or rural), geographical region (North, Central and Southern)
and household wealth quintile.

We fitted a two-level random-intercept (mixed-effects) logistic regression model in which children
were clustered within households.

Results

Descriptive results

! The official age of starting school in Malawi is 6 years, and the age group for primary and secondary is 6-18
years, but 25 years was chosen as the upper limit for completing school because high grade repetition and
children’s delayed school enrolment obscures the attending age.



Younger children and those residing in rural areas were significantly more likely to not having
attended school, while girls and children in the Northern region were more likely to have ever
attended school. There were significant differences in current attendance by place of residence, sex
of child, their age and also region of residence. There was almost a universal attendance (98.6%)
among the younger children (6-10 years). Children in the Central region were significantly less likely
to be currently attending school compared to those in the Northern and Southern regions. Among
children in primary and secondary level, girls, urban residents, younger children and children
residing in the Northern region were significantly more likely to be making adequate progress
through grade compared to boys, rural residents, older children, and children in Central and
Southern regions, respectively. Notably, in all grades both in primary and secondary schools, girls are
more likely to be on-time for grade compared to boys. Being on time for grade also declines from
the first grade in each school level to the last grade, except for girls in secondary school where the
proportions increase from grade 9 to 11, then drops sharply in grade 12.

For the individuals indicators of women’s economic empowerment, participation in decision-making
was the most common empowerment indicator (83.4%), while post-primary education access was
the least common (13.8%) among women in the analytical sample. There were significantly more
women with post primary education and financial access in urban areas compared to rural residents,
with women in urban areas being more than five times more likely to be educated beyond primary
level compared to those in rural areas. Significantly more women in rural areas were likely to
participate in decision-making, own land and earn an income, compared to urban residents. The
average WEE score was 3.1, and only 1.6% of included women were empowered in all the indicators.

Multivariate analysis

Mothers’ economic empowerment is significantly associated with increased odds of being on-time
for grade after controlling for both child and household-level factors (Table 1). In column (a),
children whose mothers scored high economic empowerment were 42% more likely to be on-time
for grade compared to children whose mothers scored low WEE. When the results are disaggregated
by primary (column b) and secondary school (column c) levels, the magnitude of the associations
becomes non-significant for secondary school. The non-significance could be due to smaller sample
sizes in secondary school. Among the control factors, being a girl, and having an educated father
were significantly associated with higher odds of being on-time for grade. Conversely, residing in
rural areas, having other school-age children within the household, household income, increasing
child age and residing in matrilineal households showed significantly lower odds of being on-time for
grade. At secondary school however, increasing children’s age and rural residence were the only
variables significantly associated with lower odds of being on-time for grade.

Discussion

This analysis presents evidence of the association of economic empowerment and children’s
education outcomes. WEE was significantly associated with being on-time for grade, confirming the
importance of empowerment for children’s schooling progression.

This is a novel finding as, to the best of our knowledge, this is the only study that shows the
association between economic empowerment and being on time for grade. Although previous
research exists on children’s education attainment, the focus has been on current school enrolment
or grade attainment. This study showed that economic empowerment may play a role in helping
children progress through grades at appropriate ages. This finding is especially useful in low-income
countries, as it helps identify children lagging behind the appropriate grade for their age, and who



are at a higher risk of dropping out of school. In particular, the study showed that economic
empowerment may help older girls in secondary school, who are otherwise more likely to drop out

of school than boys of the same age, to not only continue attending school but also to be on time for

grade.

Table 1: Association between WEE aggregate score and being on-time for grade (OR, Malawi 2016-17)

Primary school

Secondary school

Variables All grades
WEE (Ref: Low)

Medium 1.006 [0.85,1.19]
High 1.417"[1.09,1.83]
Sex (Ref: Male)

Female 1.624™"[1.42,1.86]
Children’s age 0.513"7[0.49,0.53]
School-age children within the household (Ref: 1-2)
3-4 0.752"[0.64,0.89]
5-6 0.748"[0.57,0.98]
7+ 0.55510.24,1.26]
Place of residence (Ref: Urban)

Rural 0.323"[0.26,0.41]
Lineage (Ref: Patrilineal)

Matrilineal 0.810"[0.69,0.94]

Mother’s age 1.010[1.00,1.02]
Father’s education qualification (Ref: None)
Primary 2.891""[2.37,3.52]

Secondary+ 14.58™"[10.79,19.71]
Household income (Ref- I*' Quintile)

2nd 0.637""°[0.51,0.80]
3w 0.519"[0.41,0.65]
4th 1.1050.88,1.39]
Constant 1480.2""

[827.88,2646.36]
Household Level Variance 1.408™"[1.26,1.57]

1.047 [0.86,1.27]
1.431°[1.07,1.92]

1.663"[1.42,1.95]
0.377"*[0.35,0.40]

0.9120.75,1.11]
0.851[0.62,1.16]
0.479 [0.19,1.23]

0.349"*[0.27,0.45]

0.825"[0.69,0.98]
1.006 [0.99,1.02]

3.264"[2.60,4.09]
12.25"[8.62,17.42]

0.604"*[0.46,0.78]
0.513"*[0.40,0.66]
1.004 [0.77,1.30]

249753
[11105.25,56168.40]
1.493*[1.31,1.70]

0.828 [0.53,1.29]
1.361 [0.68,2.73]

1.259 [0.83,1.90]
0.254"*0.18,0.35]

0.842 [0.51,1.40]
0.857 [0.44,1.67]
0.314 [0.07,1.35]
0.574"[0.36,0.92]

0.830 [0.54,1.27]
1.028 [0.99,1.06]

1.223[0.73,2.06]
3.146"7[1.67,5.91]

0.668 [0.34,1.31]
0.738 [0.36,1.50]
1.385 [0.78,2.45]

3.63117e+09™"

[17454612.65,7.55¢+11]

0.634[0.12,3.48]

Observations 10,410

9,140

1,270

Notes: Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals in brackets

Wald chi2: *p <0.05,** p <0.01, *** p <0.001

Policy implications and recommendations

Despite free primary education since 1994, children’s school outcomes remain poor in Malawi.
Attendance and completion rates especially in secondary school are quite low, and most of the
children are not in their appropriate grade for their age. This, driven by grade repetition among

other factors, has resulted to school dropout, with only about one in every 10 children attending
secondary school according to the study. The persistence of poor education outcomes despite

increased investment points to the need for focus on other approaches that can leverage on the
ongoing efforts. Enrolment by itself is not a complete indicator of overall child schooling outcomes,
and current enrolments mask the children who might be lagging behind and thus more likely to drop

out. Grade over-age and delayed school entry, progression and completion undermine universal
primary education and thus should be of big concern to policy makers. Given the importance of
school progression and completion and its contribution to human capital development, this study

points to the beneficial role that WEE may play in improving children’s education outcomes. The

results show that economic empowerment is a significant determinant in children’s school

enrolment and progression, and more so in being on-time for grade which is a major challenge in

Malawi.



