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One indicator of national economic progress is middle class expansion. While recent studies show an 
increasing sub-Saharan African middle class, there is no clear empirical appreciation of the factors 
driving this and how they may be sustained. This study uses data from Northern Ghana and a logistic 
regression model to identify the factors determining the probability of being in the middle class to 
provide public and private policy support. The study evaluated two alternative middle class definitions, 
Kharas and Getz’s and African Development Bank’s, and found that although definitions matter, the 
signs on the influencing variables were similar. Our results showed that education, locale and 
household size significantly influenced the odds of being in the middle class. For example, urban 
households with educated heads have a higher probability of being in the middle class than rural 
households with uneducated heads. Additionally, increasing household size has an adverse effect on 
the probability of being in the middle class. The results direct public and private policy focus on 
improving education and literacy programs, building infrastructure and controlling household sizes to 
support middle class expansion in Northern Ghana.   
 
Key words: Middle class, Africa, Ghana, poverty, education, economic development, infrastructure. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 
The size and growth rate of the middle class have been 
identified as important indicators of a country’s economic 
well-being because of their effect on demand for high 
quality goods (Murphy et al., 1989), economic growth and 
entrepreneurship (Acemoglu and Zilibotti, 1997), 
infrastructure development (Bhalla, 2007) and promotion 
and sustainability of economic reform (Birdsall et al., 
2000).  Indeed, Aristotle is quoted in Decomez (1998) as 
suggesting that states with a large middle class are likely 
to be well administered and less likely to exhibit factions 

and dissension. Landes (1998: 218) echoes this view of 
Aristotle’s, arguing that an ideal growing and developing 
society would have “a relatively large middle class.” 
Despite its apparent importance for socio-economic 
progress, the definition of what and who the middle class 
is has been fraught with challenges (Birdsall et al., 2000; 
Eisenhauer, 2008), especially in developing countries.   

Birdsall et al. (2000), Milanovic and Yitzhaki (2002) and 
others defined the middle class using purchasing power 
parity (PPP).  For example, Banerjee and Duflo (2008)
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defined the middle class as those with per capita daily 
expenditures between $2 and 10 measured at 1993 PPP. 
The World Bank used Banerjee and Duflo’s $2 per capita 
per day lower bound definition but increased the upper 
bound to $13 in 2005 PPP. Both the African Development 
Bank (AfDB) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
also maintained the lower bound but established an 
upper bound of $20 per capita per day (Ncube et al., 
2011). Kharas and Gertz (2010), focusing on the middle 
class’ principal role as “an economic driver”, defines it as 
the consumer class with an income elasticity for 
consumer durables and services (pure traded goods) 
greater than unity. This definition implies that for 
individuals in the middle class, a percentage increase in 
income results in more than a percentage increase in the 
consumption of consumer durables and services. The 
Kharas and Gertz (KG) boundaries range from $10 to 
100 per capita daily disposable income in 2005 PPP.  

Based on their definition, Ncube et al. (2011) estimated 
Ghana’s middle class was between 33 and 66% of the 
population. This is supported by the country’s high Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) growth in the last decade, debt 
relief and public investments in poverty reduction 
programs (Government of Ghana and UN Development 
Program, 2015). These efforts, according to Molini and 
Paci (2015), contributed to a poverty rate in Ghana that 
was less than half of the sub-Saharan African average of 
43%.  

Hamidu (2015) noted that the expanding middle class 
in Ghana has contributed to political stability and made 
the country a beacon of democracy in Africa. Yet, 
economic progress has been far from uniform across the 
country. For example, while the 2012/2013 average 
national poverty incidence was 24.2%, it ranged from 
44.4 to 70.7% in the three northernmost regions (Ghana 
Statistical Service, 2014). Behrends and Lentz (2012) 
observed that northern Ghanaians’ difficulty in entering 
the middle class was not limited to those without 
education. They attribute this to the rising standards of 
success, including educational qualification. The 
unfavorable economic situation in Ghana’s northernmost 
regions motivated the major international development 
agencies, such as the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), to focus their resources and 
intervention initiatives in the northern part of the country. 

While the attention of most development agencies and 
public policymakers has been on poverty alleviation, the 
foregoing literature suggests that a shift of focus to 
middle class expansion could produce significant 
economic progress. Assuming this is valid, what 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the 
middle class separate them from those in the lower 
class? We use the northernmost regions of Ghana as a 
case study to answer this question. By limiting the study 
to a region that has been shown to present a distinctly 
higher incidence of poverty, the study controls for 
regional differences and provides a controlled result that 
offer significant private  and  public  policy  insights.   The 

 
 
 
 
analyses were conducted using two different definitions 
of middle class to test the effect of the definitions on the 
results: Ncube et al. (2011) (AfDB) and Kharas and Gertz 
(2010) (KG). Subsequently, the data and the study’s 
modeling approach were described. The results were 
presented after the descriptions and concluded with 
recommendations for policymakers and individuals 
interested in advancing their own wellbeing. It was 
believed that the recommendations will be helpful to non-
governmental organizations working on poverty alleviation 
in communities in the region.   
 
 
DATA AND THEORETICAL MODEL 

 
The data used for the study is culled from a large database 
developed from a population-based survey conducted in the 
northernmost regions of Ghana in 2012. The survey was 
commissioned by USAID. commissioned by USAID in the 
northernmost regions of Ghana in 2012. The original sample 
encompassed 4,400 households drawn using a two-stage random 
sampling approach. A major purpose of the original study was to 
estimate the incidence of poverty in the northernmost region of 
Ghana to track the effect of USAID investments on poverty 
reduction. The dataset was, thus, rich with detailed expenditure 
information and household characteristics. Due to incomplete 
information for some respondents, we ended up using 4,365 
households (more than 99% of the sample) (The complete dataset 
is available for public use at http://catalog.data.gov/dataset/feed-
the-future-ghana-baseline-household-survey). 

Due to the difficulty of collecting accurate information on 
household income in developing countries, household expenditures 
were used as a proxy. The weakness of this proxy is that it 
assumes that households have no savings, an assumption that is 
likely to hold when total household expenditures are low. There 
were four expenditure categories: food; housing; durables; and non-
durables. Information on food expenditures were collected using a 
seven-day recall while non-durable (cooking fuel, transportation, 
and expenditures on education and health care) and housing 
expenditure were based on expenditures in the preceding month. 
This was done to mitigate the risks of recall by respondents. For 
example, while housing rent expenses were incurred monthly, food 
expenditures were based on seven-day recalls. The annual 
depreciated value of durable goods (radios, household appliances, 
automobiles, etc.) was used to represent their expenditures.   

The standard operating procedure in poverty research is to look 
at daily per capita expenditures.  To estimate this from the 
foregoing, we first summed all expenditures in each of the four 
categories and annualized them by applying the appropriate time 
metric for each category. Thus, food expenditures were annualized 
by multiplying by 52 weeks, while housing expenditures were 
annualized by multiplying by 12. Then the annualized expenditures 
in all the categories were summed and divided by 365 (days in a 
year) to arrive at the daily household expenditure. The average per 
capita household expenditure was estimated by dividing the daily 
household expenditure by the household size.  

The estimated per capita household expenditure in 2012 Ghana 

Cedis (GHS), 
2012 ,GHSQ

was
 transformed into 2005 Purchasing Power 

Parity (PPP), 
2005,PPPQ  using the following formula and parameters:  

 

2005 2012 2012
2005

2012 2005

* 183.7
,

* 412.4*0.447
 

GHS GHS
PPP CPI Q Q

Q
CPI CF

                  (1)  
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Table 1. Variables and their definition. 
 

Variable Definition  Variable Definition 

x1
 

Marital status (Married = 1)  x50
 

Rural 

x2
 

Gender (Male = 1)  x51
 

Urban 

x30
 

Male and female adult household  x6
 

Log of household size 

x31
 

Female adult only household  X7
 

Age 

x32
 

Male adult only household  x71
 

Age square 

x40
 

No education  x8
 

Log of food share of household expenditure 

x41
 

Some education  α Intercept 

 
 
 

where 2005CF  is the conversion factor for the Ghana Cedi into 

PPP in international currency (World Bank, 2012), and CPI is the 
consumer price index produced by Ghana Statistical Service and 
the Bank of Ghana. The subscripts indicate the reference years. 

The results of 
2005

PPPQ  were used to sort households into the different 

economic classes using the expenditure boundaries for AfDB and 
KG definitions of middle class. 

Recall the study’s interest was on identifying the socioeconomic 
and demographic factors separating the middle class from the lower 
class in the northernmost regions of Ghana. From the prior 
discussion on the middle class, it was recognized that economic 
classes were unobserved or latent variables defined by proxy using 
lower and upper boundaries for per capita expenditures.  Assuming 

*

iy  captures each middle class household, i, then there exists a 

variable ,iy  which may be used to capture 
*

iy such that:  

 

*

*

*

1
,

0

  
 



L i U

i i U

L i

if y y y
y iff y y

if y y
                   (2) 

 

where iy  takes on the value of 1 when 
*

iy is greater than or equal 

to Ly ( lower bound of the middle class definition) and less than or 

equal to Uy  (upper bound of the middle class definition). However, 

whenever 
*

iy  is less than Ly , then iy  is zero.  To restrict the 

analysis only to the middle class, observations where 
*

iy  is greater 

than Uy  are excluded from the analysis.   

Assuming that 
*

iy is determined by a matrix of independent 

variables, ,jix  and given that any household i is either in or not in 

the middle class, it is possible to estimate the odds of being in the 
middle class using a logit model, thus:  
 
 

'exp{ },
1

i
i ji j

i

x


 


 


                                            (3) 

 

where i is the probability of household i being in the middle class. 

The exponentiated coefficient, exp( )j  is defined as the odds 

ratio of that household i being in the middle class when the jth 
independent variable is changed by a unit, holding all other 
independent variables constant.  The independent variables used in 
this study were the demographic characteristics of the household 
head and the household’s socioeconomic characteristics. The 
household head’s demographic characteristics considered were 
sex, age, education and marital status. The household socio-
economic characteristics included were proportion of total 
expenditure allocated to food, the location of the household, and its 
gendered household type. Gendered household typology uses the 
number and gender of adult decision-makers in the household to 
develop a better appreciation of the household’s resources, 
capabilities and gender dynamics (Feed the Future, 2014).   

Education is treated as a binary, where 0 implies the household 
head has no formal education and 1 implies some formal education. 
The variable was structured this way because of the large 
proportion of household heads in the sample without any education  
and the relatively small proportion of household heads with post-
secondary education.  Marital status is also a binary, where Married 
= 1 and Unmarried (covering single, never married, separated, 
divorced and widowed household heads) = 0.  Households located 
in urban and rural areas take on a locale value of 1 and 0, 
respectively while males were coded as 1 and females as 0. Rural 
locations are characterized by poor or unavailability of modern 
amenities, such as electricity, hospitals, schools, potable water, and 
cultural institutions. Three gendered household types were 
available in the data: Male and Female Adult Gendered Households 
(MFA), coded as 0; Female Adult Only (FAO) Households, coded 
as 1; and Male Adult Only (MAO) Households, coded as 2. Age and 
food share of total expenditure were structured as continuous 
variables, the former measured in years and the latter in percent. 
The estimated model, coded to produce odd ratios as the 
coefficients, was defined as follows: 

1 1 2 2 3 30 40 50 4 30 41 50 5 30 40 51 6 30 41 51

7 31 40 50 8 31 41 50 9 31 40 51 10 31 41 51 11 32 40 50

12 32 41 50 13 32 40 51 14 32 41 5

i i i i i i i i i i i i i i i

i i i i i i i i i i i i i i i

i i i i i i i i i

y x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

x x x x x x x x x

      

    

  

       

    

  1 15 6 16 7 17 71 18 8,i i i ix x x x      

                         (4)  

 
where Greek letters are the estimated regression coefficients (odds 
ratio) and the independent variables are defined in Table 1.  

The variables included in the research may be envisioned as 
endowed   or   built   resources   and   capabilities.   Individuals  and 
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governments have the capacity and ability to shape built resources 
and capabilities through investments. Contrarily, endowed 
resources cannot be altered much by the individual or government. 
Sex and age are considered endowed whereas education, 
gendered household type, locale and marital status are considered 
built because people can choose to alter them despite the 
potentially high social and economic costs they may incur. For 
example, urban areas are considered built because governments 
can make the necessary investments to provide modern amenities 
and people have the freedom to move to urban areas to increase 
their access to these modern amenities. Thus, families may move 
to an urban area to avail themselves to better medical facilities or 
their children to better schools.  

It is important to note, however, that certain decisions may not be 
acted upon because of resource constraints. Understanding the 
nature of these constraints could benefit policymakers and their 
development partners. Articulating them may also help individuals 
to alter their choices to improve themselves. Take education, for 
example: While their own parents may have denied them the 
privilege of being educated, current illiterate adults can choose to 
address their own illiteracy by choosing to enroll in adult literacy 
programs if such programs are available. However, for them to act 
their estimated net pecuniary and non-pecuniary benefits must be 
positive. If they perceive a negative net benefit from their 
investments in literacy, they will not make such investments even 
when the amenities are available.  

The three gendered household types and two each for locale and 
education yielded a dozen interaction variables (household types). 
The reference household was defined as a MFA gendered 
household in a rural area with a household head without any 
education. The odds of being in the middle class of the eleven other 
household types were compared against this reference household 
type. The logit model was estimated using Stata® 14 routines and 
algorithm. 
 
  
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Summary statistics 
 
Of the 4,365 households in the survey, 2,650 (or 60.7%) 
fell into the AfDB middle class, leaving about 37.9% in 
the low-income class and 1.4% (not included in the 
analysis) with average per capita daily expenditures 
outside the upper bound of the AfDB definition. Only 
6.0% of all households fell into the middle class under the 
KG definition, all others were in the low-income class. 
Taken together, only 4.6% of households overlapped in 
the middle class under both definitions.  While 83.1% of 
households fell under the male and female adult (MFA) 
household type, female adult only (FAO) and male adult 
only (MAO) household types accounted for 7.5 and 9.4%, 
respectively.    

Table 2 presents the summary statistics for the 
variables used in the study for the whole dataset (Total), 
and for the middle class as defined under the AfDB and 
KG. The table shows that about 81% of all respondents in 
the survey were married compared with about 77 and 
52%, respectively for the AfDB and KG middle class 
groups. The differences in the proportion of married 
household heads under the two middle class definitions 
was statistically significant at the 1% level. While more 
than 58% of  households  head  under  the  KG  definition 

 
 
 
 
had some education, the proportion under the AfDB was 
only 29%. The table also shows that about 51% of KG 
middle class households were in urban areas compared 
to 30.3% of AfDB middle class households. Additionally, 
while AfDB households had an average of about five 
people in their households and allocated almost 64% of 
their total household expenditure to food, KG middle 
class household size averaged 2.1 people and they 
allocated about 58.5% of their total household expenditure 
to food. The differences between AfDB and KG 
households for all these variables at the mean were 
statistically significant at the 1% level. Household heads 
in AfDB households were about three years older, which 
was statistically significant at the 5% level. Although the 
proportion of males in the KG middle class households 
was higher than in the AfDB middle class households, the 
difference was not statistically significant.  
 
 
AfDB middle class regression results 
 

The results of the logit model using the AfDB subgroup 
has an F(17, 211) value of 21.76 (Prob > F = 0.00). Thus, 
we reject the null hypothesis that all the estimated 
coefficients in the model are equal to zero with more than 
99.99% confidence. Table 3 shows that the odds of being 
in the AfDB middle class for a no education urban 
dwelling MFA gendered household is 2.5 times higher 
than that of a no education rural dwelling MFA gendered 
household (the reference household). The odds of being 
in the AfDB middle class for a rural dwelling MFA 
gendered household in which the household head has 
some education is almost double the odds of the 
reference household. Now, when the household head 
has some education and the MFA gendered household is 
urban dwelling, then the odds of being in the AfDB middle 
class is nearly eightfold that of the reference household. 
The results show that for the MFA gendered household 
type, the odds of being in the AfDB middle class changes 
in statistically significant ways when locale and education 
change.   

The odds of being in the AfDB middle class for an 
urban dwelling FAO gendered household in which the 
household head has no education was more than 3.6 
times higher than that of the reference household. This 
was the only estimate related to the FAO gendered 
household type that was statistically different from the 
reference household. On the other hand, the odds of 
being in the AfDB middle class for an urban dwelling 
MAO gendered household in which the household head 
has some education was estimated at more than 18.6 
times higher than that of the reference household, 
significant at the 1% level. The table shows that, ceteris 
paribus, MAO gendered households in an urban area in 
which the head some education produces higher odds of 
being in the AfDB middle class than FAO gendered 
households with similar characteristics.  

Holding all other variables constant, the odds ratio of
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Table 2. Summary statistics of principal variables by middle class definition. 
 

Group Statistics Married Males Education Urban Food share Household size Age 

Total 

N 4,362 4,365 3,417 4,365 4,365 4,365 4,365 

Mean 0.806 0.824 0.231 0.249 0.637 5.633 44.559 

Std. Dev. 0.396 0.381 0.421 0.432 0.181 3.341 16.543 

         

AfDB 

N 2,649 2,650 2,096 2,650 2,650 2,650 2,650 

Mean 0.773 0.808 0.292 0.303 0.637 4.721 43.312 

Std. Dev. 0.419 0.394 0.455 0.459 0.185 2.878 16.759 

         

KG 

N 261 262 237 262 262 262 262 

Mean 0.517 0.840 0.582 0.511 0.585 2.130 40.813 

Std. Dev. 0.501 0.368 0.494 0.501 0.239 1.781 16.956 

         

Sig  ***  *** *** *** *** ** 
 

Sig: Statistical significance of difference between AfDB and KG; *** = 1% and ** = 5%. 
 
 
 

Table 3. Logit regression results for AfDB middle class. 
 

Variable Odds Ratio Std. Err. t P>t 
[95% CI] 

Sig. 
Lower Upper 

Married 1.047 0.169 0.280 0.777 0.761 1.439 - 

Male 0.939 0.165 -0.360 0.721 0.665 1.327 - 

MFA, No Education, Rural - - - - - -  

MFA, No Education, Urban 2.457 0.523 4.220 0.000 1.615 3.738 *** 

MFA, Education, Rural 1.984 0.345 3.940 0.000 1.409 2.794 *** 

MFA, Education, Urban 7.668 2.059 7.590 0.000 4.518 13.016 *** 

FAO, No Education, Rural 0.568 0.163 -1.970 0.051 0.322 1.001 - 

FAO, No Education, Urban 3.611 1.693 2.740 0.007 1.433 9.097 *** 

FAO, Education, Rural 2.542 1.694 1.400 0.163 0.683 9.454 - 

FAO, Education, Urban 2.273 1.981 0.940 0.347 0.408 12.661 - 

MAO, No Education, Rural 0.676 0.258 -1.030 0.306 0.319 1.433 - 

MAO, No Education, Urban 2.839 1.462 2.030 0.044 1.029 7.832 ** 

MAO, Education, Rural 9.865 12.988 1.740 0.083 0.737 132.040 - 

MAO, Education, Urban 18.610 19.220 2.830 0.005 2.432 142.421 *** 

Log of Household Size 0.195 0.022 -14.240 0.000 0.156 0.245 *** 

Age 0.973 0.017 -1.540 0.125 0.941 1.008 - 

Age Square 1.000 0.000 1.350 0.179 1.000 1.001 - 

Log of Food Share 1.491 0.228 2.610 0.010 1.103 2.015 *** 

Intercept 39.308 19.217 7.510 0.000 15.001 103.001 - 
 

*** = 1% statistical significance; ** = 5% statistical significance. 
 
 
 

being in the AfDB middle class is about 0.81% lower (p < 
0.000) than of being in the low-income class when 
household size increases by 1%. Contrarily, a percentage 
increase in food share of total household expenditure 
leads to the odds of being in the AfDB middle class being 
about 50% higher than being in the low-income class (p < 
0.000). The household head’s gender and marital status 
alone do not produce statistically different effect on the 
odds of being in the AfDB middle class. 

KG middle class regression results 
 
The estimated logit regression model using the KG 
definition of middle class as the dependent variable was 
statistically significant (F(17, 211) = 16.17; Prob > F = 
0.000). Table 4 shows that the odds of being in the 
middle class for a no education urban dwelling MFA 
gendered household is 3.8 times higher than the odds of 
a no education rural dwelling MFA gendered household
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Table 4. Logit regression for KG middle class. 
 

Variable Odds ratio Std. Err. t P>t 
[95% CI] 

Sig. 
Lower Upper 

Married 1.367 0.307 1.390 0.165 0.878 2.129 - 

Male 2.573 1.447 1.680 0.094 0.850 7.792 - 

MFA, No Education, Rural - - - - - - - 

MFA, No Education, Urban 3.801 1.480 3.430 0.001 1.765 8.185 *** 

MFA, Education, Rural 2.504 0.973 2.360 0.019 1.164 5.386 ** 

MFA, Education, Urban 7.035 2.376 5.780 0.000 3.616 13.687 *** 

FAO, No Education, Rural 1.267 0.932 0.320 0.748 0.298 5.399 - 

FAO, No Education, Urban 2.701 1.503 1.790 0.075 0.902 8.086 - 

FAO, Education, Rural 10.674 8.666 2.920 0.004 2.156 52.858 *** 

FAO, Education, Urban 12.118 9.404 3.210 0.001 2.626 55.917 *** 

MAO, No Education, Rural 1.136 0.543 0.270 0.790 0.443 2.911 - 

MAO, No Education, Urban 1.776 0.961 1.060 0.290 0.611 5.158 - 

MAO, Education, Rural 3.711 1.982 2.450 0.015 1.295 10.632 ** 

MAO, Education, Urban 3.994 2.080 2.660 0.008 1.432 11.142 *** 

Log of Household Size 0.072 0.020 -9.340 0.000 0.041 0.125 *** 

Age 1.081 0.036 2.360 0.019 1.013 1.154 ** 

Age Square 0.999 0.000 -2.130 0.035 0.999 1.000 ** 

Log of Food Share 0.571 0.139 -2.300 0.022 0.353 0.923 ** 

Intercept 0.021 0.017 -4.730 0.000 0.004 0.104 - 
 

*** = 1% statistical significance; ** = 5% statistical significance. 
 
 
 

being in the KG middle class. However, if the household 
head of an urban dwelling MFA gendered household has 
some education, its odds of being in the KG middle class 
increases by more than seven times relative to the 
reference household type. Interestingly, the odds of being 
in the KG middle class for a FAO gendered household in 
which the household head has some education is higher 
regardless of whether the household was in rural or 
urban locale. The reported estimates are all statistically 
significant at the 1% level.  Where household heads have 
no education, the odds of being in the KG middle class 
was not statistically different from that of the reference 
household for neither MAO nor FAO gendered 
households in rural or urban areas. Holding all things 
constant, the odds of being in the KG middle class with a 
one percent increase in household size was about 92.8% 
lower (p < 0.000) than the odds of being in the low-
income class. Furthermore, a percent increase in food 
share of total expenditure, holding everything else 
constant, leads to a reduction of being in the KG middle 
class by about 42.9% (p < 0.05). 
 
 
Implications of results 
 
That there are differences in the results suggests that the 
definition of middle class may not be irrelevant to the 
policy recommendations that emerge from how specific 
levers may be used to accelerate and sustain growth of 
the middle class in developing countries, such as  Ghana.  

However, the fact that the two definitions explored here 
yielded the same signs for most of the variables boosts 
confidence in the models’ ability to provide consistent 
policy recommendations.  They also highlight the 
importance of engaging both individuals and public 
institutions in policy initiatives.   

The most important variables emerging in the results as 
influencing the probability of being in the middle class 
regardless of the definition used were household size, 
education and locale.  Behrends amd Letz (2012) 
observed that low education did present a challenge for 
residents in the northern regions of Ghana entering the 
middle class. Similar results have been found for 
education by Song et al. (2016) in China and for locale by 
Mahbud (2015) among Bangladeshi women migrating to 
the UK. Recall that we framed locale in terms of 
availability of built infrastructure, such as good roads and 
road networks, good schools and medical facilities, 
electricity, pipe borne water, and similar public goods, 
which separates urban from rural areas. Investments in 
these infrastructures provide people with a platform from 
which to elevate themselves into the middle class either 
by moving to areas with these infrastructures or 
equalizing rural and urban areas by making them 
accessible to rural residents. For example, investment in 
electricity increases the accessibility of information and 
communication technologies in rural communities just as 
investments in good roads connecting rural to urban 
communities increase accessibility to markets, reducing 
transaction   costs   and  motivating  otherwise  infeasible 



 

 
 
 
 
investments. A good example of this is the rapid increase 
in economic activity after Highway BR-163 in the western 
part of Pará State and the northern part of Mato Grosso 
of Brazil was paved (Vera-diaz et al., 2009). Given that 
Sub-Saharan Africa has the world’s least developed road 
network (Faiz, 2012), and given the relatively poor quality 
of education infrastructure in rural Sub-Saharan Africa 
(Levin, 2009), governments and development partners 
have a clear path to increasing and sustaining the 
region’s middle class.   

While government has the responsibility of providing 
these public infrastructures, it is citizens’ responsibility to 
utilize them effectively when they are available. For 
example, parents need to make adequate investments in 
their children’s education, supporting them and helping 
them take full advantage of schools and teachers. They 
also have to make investments in their own education, 
taking advantage of available literacy programs or 
figuring out how to get their children to teach them what 
they are learning. However, the public sector has a role 
here: working with parents who may have physical or 
cognitive resource constraints to appreciate fully the 
value of education in their social mobility. In the U.S. for 
example, children are required by law to be enrolled in 
school until their sixteenth birthday at the minimum, with 
state governments using various sanctions and economic 
tools to enforce the law. Given the high level of adult 
illiteracy in the study area and in Sub-Saharan Africa, it is 
plausible to assume that the value of education may not 
be fully appreciated, especially for females, making it 
difficult for people to justify investments. Without 
judgment, there may be value in investing in adult 
education and literacy programs to change attitudes 
towards formal education. When illiterate parents 
appreciate the joy and value of knowledge, it could 
transform their attitudes towards education and help them 
overcome resources constraints that may be preventing 
them from investing in their children’s education.   

Household size, with its consistent statistically 
significant negative effect on the probability of being in 
the middle class, is the other important variable. While 
various interventions have been deployed over the years 
in attempts to reduce Sub-Saharan Africa’s birth rate, the 
negative correlation between education and household 
size (r = -0.17; p < 0.01) supports previous studies’ 
conclusions that increasing educational attainment could 
address the high birth rate challenge. Given the 
foregoing, private and public investments in education 
could enhance the probability of being in the middle class 
by contributing to a natural reduction in the birth rate and 
subsequently household size as both male and female 
children spend more time in school. 
 
  

Conclusion 
 

This paper sought to contribute to the conversation about 
sub-Saharan   Africa’s    middle   class   middle   class  by 
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identifying the empirical effect of certain factors on the 
probability of being in the middle class. Increasing and 
securing the middle class is important because of its 
effect on both socio-political stability, domestic demand-
driven economic development and individual productivity. 
The paper also investigated the extent to which the 
definition of middle class mattered in the statistical 
significance of these factors. The results showed that the 
sign and significance of the factors were similar under the 
two middle class definitions explored: African 
Development Bank (Ncube, 2011; Kharas and Getz, 
2010). They showed that household size, education and 
locale were critical in defining the probability of being in 
the middle class. Framing locale as built infrastructure 
allowed us to suggest that building roads and schools 
could have significant impact on the growth and 
sustainability of the middle class. Given the statistical 
strength of education, the negative effect of household 
size on the odds of being in the middle class and prior 
research showing the negative effect of education on 
household size, a focused private and public investment 
in education could accelerate households’ migration into 
the middle class. 
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