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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

JEL codes: Using nationally representative survey data, we provide estimate of three generation educational mobility in six
J62 African countries: Ethiopia, Gambia, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Tanzania. We explore whether the extent of
J16 educational mobility over three generations varies by gender and whether the grandparent’s influence differs
124 depending on their residency status. Our findings indicate that grandparents play a significant role, and that
Reywords: ) N intergenerational effects can persist beyond two generations in Africa. These effects are however one-fifth as
Ig/{il:llzigggsranonal social mobility strong as those observed between two generations. The grandparents influence is generally higher for grand-
Gender daughters than grandsons and is stronger if grandparents live with their grandchildren than if they do not.

sub-Saharan Africa

1. Introduction

In this article, we examine three generation educational mobility in
six sub-Saharan African countries — Ethiopia, Gambia, Ghana, Liberia,
Nigeria and Tanzania — placing particular attention to potential gender
differences and to the direct exposure between grandparents and
grandchildren via their co-residency in the same household. Given the
demographic context, the rapid expansion of educational attainment
and the shifting economic structures across sub-Saharan Africa since the
mid-20th century, questions of persistence of status across multiple
generations are of increasing importance (Bengtson, 2001).

Sub-Saharan demographic path has differed from the rest of the
World, due to the largest global share of children aged 5-14, a fertility
rate double the global average and the expected largest increase in old
population by 2050. The latest World Population Ageing report by
UNDESA shows that sub-Saharan Africa is amongst the regions that are
expected to witness the largest relative increase (4220 percent) in the
number of older people by 2050 (UNDESA, 2019). Increases in longevity
result in longer spans of lifetimes shared between children and grand-
parents. The strength of this inter-generational association and, in
particular of some of the mechanisms, will differ depending on various
circumstances, including whether grandparents are geographically
proximate or not, whether they reside with grandchildren and whether
they are healthy or not. The effects could also be less direct and more

* Corresponding author.

culturally and socially framed, in the way that grandparents shape,
through family histories, the educational or occupational choices made
by grandchildren.

The sub-Saharan region has experienced uneven progress in educa-
tional attainment in the past decades. While the pace of progress to-
wards universal primary education in the region has been faster since
2000 than in the 1990s, some countries have lagged behind and some of
the key objectives of the United Nations Education for All framework,
particularly adult literacy and gender inequalities, have not received
sufficient attention (UNESCO, 2015; Jones & Ramchand, 2016). While
educational policy objectives often assume a regional dimension, there
are important national contexts. The six countries we analyse in this
paper have similar education systems, in terms of years pupils spend on
both primary and secondary educational stages, and also have similar
official ages — between 6 and 7 — at which compulsory education starts.
Over the last two decades, and like most other countries in Africa, the six
countries have made efforts to increase enrollment rates, especially at
the primary level. However, gender disparities in enrollment still exist.

Within these demographic and educational contexts, the main pur-
pose of this paper is to provide an answer to the following question: are
there significant grandparent effects on children’s educational outcomes
in Africa? We do this by asking three related questions: (i) what is the
extent of multigenerational educational mobility? (ii) are there any
differences by gender? and (iii) to what extent does the relationship
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depend on the residency status of grandparents, meaning whether they
live in the same house with the grandchildren or not?

The way grandparents affect grandchildren’s educational outcomes
is not the same everywhere and in every context; a first helpful cate-
gorisation distinguishes between direct and indirect channels of trans-
missions. In the direct one, the transfer of advantages goes to children’s
generation (G1) directly from the grandparents’ generation (G3); in the
second one, the advantage goes from G3 to G1 through the intermediate
parents’ generation (G2). Examples of the first channel are when
grandparents directly transfer resources, such as money and time, but
also social contacts and cultural capital. They may also have a role in the
formation of preferences and attitudes, for instance in terms of risk
aversion and time preferences (Coall & Hertwig, 2011). The strength of
this multi-generational association and, in particular, of some of the
mechanisms, will differ depending on various circumstances, but a
“strong form of mutual exposure is actual co-residence in three-
generation households” (Song and Mare, 201 9).! Multi-generational
co-residence is still a norm in sub-Saharan Africa, despite its reduced
role over the past decades due to a range of factors, including increased
women’s empowerment and its related increase in delayed marriages;
increased emigration and its associated increase in family dissolutions;
and increased urbanisation and its associated fertility decline
(Odimegwu et al., 2020). For instance, considering the six countries we
analyse here, three-generation households represented 11 percent of
households in Ethiopia in 2019; 31 percent in Gambia in 2020; 16
percent in Ghana in 2019; 20 percent in Liberia in 2019, 8 percent in
Nigeria in 2018 and 18 percent in Tanzania in 2015. According to latest
available data, the average household size ranged from 3.8 in Ghana in
2019 to 8.1 in Gambia in 2020, with the other countries having an
average household size of just below 5 (UNDESA, 2022). This means that
grand-parents have a potentially larger role to play in the child’s up-
bringing than in other societies and cultures. African countries, there-
fore, should represent an advantageous context for the study of
multigenerational effects, as the role of the extended family is more
prominent than in other contexts. If grandparents’ effects on children’s
educational outcomes are effectively present, this is likely to be the case
in African more than in other societies.

The analysis draws on nationally representative survey data for the
six countries, all carried out at very similar points in time between
2014-15 and 2016-17, and the only ones for which we have information
on educational attainment for three generations. These six countries,
taken together, represent almost 40 percent of the sub-Saharan total
population.” They also encompass a wide spectrum of economic, cul-
tural, and educational landscapes, making them ideal for comparative
analysis of multigenerational mobility patterns in Africa. Ethiopia with
its ambitious education reforms, Gambia for its efforts to enhance access
and quality, Ghana for its relatively strong education system, Liberia for
its post-conflict reconstruction efforts, Nigeria for its large and complex
education landscape, and Tanzania for its unique policies and chal-
lenges, all provide a comprehensive perspective on the varying aspects
of education across different socio-economic contexts in Africa. These
countries also represent a spectrum of demographic patterns, including

! In many African countries, the basic unit is the family house, the lineage,
sometimes dispersed in different dwellings. For instance, take the Ga people of
Accra, in Ghana. Their family house is called we. It is this unit that gives also the
name to the family: the new-born children, regardless of whether they are male
or female, receive automatically a well-defined name, often in a generational-
rotating system. There are four sets of names in each we, two for male and
two for female descendants, which are automatically given to the new child in a
such a way that, if male, he is given his grandfather’s set of names. This means
that, if you meet a Ga person in Chicago, for instance, it is automatic, given
their name, to understand from which house and quarter he/she comes from in
Ga Mashie, the historical district of Accra (Razzu, 2005).

2 As of 2023, the estimated population for the six countries was about 450 m,
according to The World Development Indicators (WDI)
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varying population sizes, growth rates, age structures, and urbanization
levels, which significantly impact their education systems and policies.
Therefore, collectively they represent a relatively important sample of
the overall sub-Saharan African population, with some important com-
monalities but also heterogeneous experiences.

We rely on the retrospective information about parents education
and the reported information from the household roster on the rela-
tionship to the head of household in order to identify the linked three
generations of grandparents, parents and children, the latter aged be-
tween 18 and 40 at the time of the survey. We outline three key main
findings: i) grandparents education matters for the education of grand-
children, over and above the education of parents; ii) this influence
appears more pronounced for women than men in all countries but
Nigeria; iii) finally, this influence is more pronounced when grandpar-
ents reside in the same household with their grandchildren, pointing to
the importance of more direct and continuous interactions between the
generations.

2. Background and related literature

Evidence on social mobility in the sub-Saharan African context is
extremely sparse. Examples of analyses of two-generations mobility in
Africa are those of Dendir (2023); Razzu and Wambile (2022); Alesina
et al. (2021); Narayan et al. (2018); Piraino (2015); Bossuroy and
Cogneau (2013); Hertz et al. (2008).2 Overall, these studies found that
the educational status of parents is a strong determinant of their chil-
dren’s educational outcomes, but the strength of this link has diminished
in Africa over time, particularly since the 1980s. Studies that cover a
range of countries, areas within countries, and have data by gender,
reveal considerable cross-country and within-country differences, while
assessment of gender differences are less definitive. Recently, in a major
study, Van der Weide et al. (2024) employs a new dataset on intergen-
erational mobility around the world, including 43 sub-Saharan African
countries, and concludes that sub-Sahara stands out as the region where
children have been least successful at surpassing their parents.

The evidence on three-generation mobility, which is the focus of our
analysis, is even more exiguous (Chan and Boliver, 2013; Modin et al.,
2013; Lindahl et al., 2015; Zeng and Xie, 2014; Warren and Hauser,
1997; Wild and Gaibie, 2014; Celhay and Gallegos, 2023).* Great
impetus has been provided by demographic approaches, also following
Mare’s 2010 Population Association of America presidential address
(Mare, 2011; Brand and Xie, 2023). Indeed, Mare (2011) originally
called for a multigenerational view of inequality, on the basis that social
stratification is unlikely to be fully explained by the effects of parents on
children’s outcomes. A two-generational influence misses the wider
channels beyond the most immediate ancestors and, consequently,
important demographic aspects (Maralani, 2023). Within this line, Song
and Mare (2019) analyse five mechanisms by which multigenerational
exposure relates to educational attainment and mobility, including two
of specific relevance to our analysis: first, in any given generation, more
highly educated grandparents provide greater potential benefits to their
grandchildren; second, grandparents effects on grandchildren are likely
to be greater when grandparents and grandchildren have shared
lifetimes.

We do not know of any study of three-generation mobility that
specifically focuses on the African context. A brief discussion in Narayan
et al. (2018) on economic mobility across generations around the World
presents evidence for 39 countries considered all together, without a
specific regional focus: it shows that grandparents also matter, but not as

3 In this section we focus not just on evidence of educational mobility but
refer also to studies of multigenerational mobility in other key outcomes, such
as occupations and income or earnings.

4 A relevant review and assessment of the research agenda is in Pfeffer
(2014).
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much as parents and mostly in developing economies.” This very sparse
evidence is not due to a lack of interest but to limitations of the data
available to assess the links in socio-economic outcomes between more
than two generations. In fact, whether there is high or low social
mobility is difficult to measure precisely for two generations, let alone
for more than two. One of the difficulties arises from the need to have
detailed information on parental circumstances when individuals are
growing up. Another is that the links between generations relate to a
long period of time; in the case of the link between parents and children
this is a whole generation, in the case between grandparents and chil-
dren this is two generations: by the time we know what the association is
between grandparents’ education and that of their grandchildren, 40 or
more years will have passed. This lack of suitable data is particularly
pronounced in African countries, which do not have the privilege of well
developed data collection infrastructures or ecosystems in place.

The findings of the existing evidence on three-generation mobility in
other countries and regions are inconclusive on the extent to which
grandparents influence grandchildren’s outcome over and above par-
ents’ mediation. One recent comprehensive systematic review from
Anderson et al. (2018), which also considered studies for outcomes other
than education, such as earnings and occupation, found that 58 percent
of 69 studies report that grandparents’ socioeconomic characteristics are
associated with children’s educational outcomes, independently of the
characteristics of parents, while the rest of the studies found no, or very
little evidence of grandparents’ influence on children’s outcomes. For
instance, Becker and Tomes (1986) suggest that the endowments from
ancestors tend to disappear in only three generations and that, in open
societies, grandparents have little effect on the earnings of grand-
children and successive descendants. Various other studies, including
Clark et al. (2015); Lucas and Kerr (2013); Stuhler (2012); Erola and
Moisio (2007); Warren and Hauser (1997); Peters (1992); Becker and
Tomes (1986); Behrman and Taubman (1985); Stuhler (2012); Hodge
(1966); Ridge (1974); Lucas and Kerr (2013), all found that the trans-
mission of social status between parents and offspring is not assisted by
grandparents. Other more recent studies find a significant direct influ-
ence of grandparents; most focus on the US, Europe and Australia,
including Braun and Stuhler (2018) for Germany; Hill and O’Neill
(1994); Ferguson and Ready (2011); Jeeger (2012); Wightman and
Danziger (2014); Daw and Gaddis (2016) and Ferrie et al. (2021) for the
US; Modalsli (2015) for Norway; Mgllegaard and Jeeger (2015) for
Denmark; Dribe and Helgertz (2016) and Hallsten and Pfeffer (2017) for
Sweden; Hancock et al. (2016) for Australia. Very few focus on Asia,
including Li and Cao (2023), Mare and Song (2023) and Zeng and Xie
(2014) for China, Chiang and Park (2015) for Taiwan and Kundu and
Sen (2023) for India. A very recent and comprehensive study of three-
generational mobility in Latin America, based on sample of 50,000 tri-
ads of grandparents-parent-children born between 1890 and 1990, also
shows that multigenerational persistence is high in Latin America
(Celhay and Gallegos, 2024).

Overall, the evidence on positive direct effects between grandparents
and grandchildren suggests that grandparents matter around a quarter
as much as parents, but this influence could be as much as a half. In
particular, grandparents appear to be especially important where par-
ents’ socioeconomic resources are low. This is consistent with the evi-
dence in Narayan et al. (2018) we referred to above, which concludes

5 Countries covered in Africa by Narayan et al. (2018) on three-generation
mobility are not specified. However, the Global Database on Intergenera-
tional Mobility (GDIM) developed after the report publication and subsequently
updated in 2021 captures about 43 African countries for two-generational
mobility, and 16 African countries for multigenerational mobility, four of
which are covered in this paper. In our analysis, however, we rely on more
recent survey data than covered in the GDIM and in Narayan et al. (2018),
except for Gambia, for which we employ the same survey. For a detailed
description of the GDIM, please see Van der Weide et al. (2024).
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that the disadvantages of birth in a family with low educational
attainment are more likely to persist across several generations in poorer
economies than in richer ones, and also with the more recent evidence
from analysis of educational mobility in Latin America (Celhay and
Gallegos, 2024). Moreover, studies on the strength of multigenerational
links when there is more direct contact with grandparents are also very
sparse. For instance, the role of proximity in living arrangements is re-
ported by Zeng and Xie (2014) for rural China, which found that the
education of absent (non-resident or deceased) grandparents has little or
no effect on grandchildren’s educational outcomes, while the effect of
co-resident grandparents was significant. They conclude that the causal
effect of three-generation impacts happens within the household
through daily interaction. Similarly, in a national sample of junior high
school students in China, Zhang and Wu (2021) finds that households in
which grandparents cohabit invest significantly more in the social cap-
ital of children than those who do not have grandparents cohabiting.
Finally, Solon (2014) concludes that grandparents’ influence varies
across different cultures and societies and might be different by
ethnicity. These findings are particularly relevant to our context and
indeed inform one of our research questions.

Some studies analyse potential gender differences. In a study on the
role of cash transfer on child nutritional status in South Africa, Duflo
(2003) shows that, for children under age five living with a pension
recipient, the extension of the Old Age Pension Programme to everyone
since the collapse of Apartheid, resulted in a substantial improvement in
the health and nutrition of girls, but not that of boys. Song and Mare
(2017) look at both the short and long-term perspectives and conclude
that, for the short term, grandparents’ educational attainments have a
direct association with grandchildren’s education as well as an indirect
association that is mediated by parents’ education and demographic
behaviors. For the long term, instead, the educational advantages may
accrue to as many as three subsequent generations, but are later offset by
the lower fertility of highly educated persons. These studies are again
relevant to our analysis and inform another of the questions we aim to
address here on the possible gender differences in the grandparents’
transmission of advantage or disadvantage.

The evidence on multigeneration mobility we have assessed above,
alongside the specific contexts we have described in the previous sec-
tion, suggests contradictory findings. On one hand, the very recent
educational gains and, in some cases, the aggressive education policies,
do suggest that grandparents’ education may have limited relationship
with grandchildren’s educational outcomes, in line with those studies
that consider parents to be mediating all possible multigenerational
influences on children. On the other hand, the relatively stronger form of
mutual exposure associated with co-residence of grandparents and
grandchildren, typical of African households, suggests that grandparents
may have a significant direct influence on grandchildren’s education.

3. Model and data
3.1. Model specification

In A Treatise on the Family, Becker (1981) generalised the endowment
transmission model beyond the first order autoregressive process AR(1)
specification, typical of the links between parents (G2) and children
(G1), to more complex specifications that could incorporate influences
from other relatives, including grandparents (G3). The theoretical
development, particularly amongst economists that followed regression-
based approaches to assessment of intergenerational mobility, followed
the original model of Becker and Tomes (1986), whereby children’s
human capital depends not just on parent’s conscious investment deci-
sion but also on an endowment that captures genetic, cultural traits and
role modeling. When this approach is extended to three generations, by
specifying the endowment relation with a second order autoregression,
the result is a negative coefficient on the link between grandparents and
children. As pointed out by Solon (2014), a negative grandparents
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coefficient means that an increase in grandparent’s income (G3) does
not harm the child’s income (G1) but indicates that the parent (G2) did
not benefit from the genetic and cultural endowment and this passes, to
some degree, on the child. The realism of this model’s prediction has
been questioned with the increased availability of survey and adminis-
trative data across multiple generations of family members, which has
meant that researchers have been able to interrogate whether there are
other potential ways in which grandparents may influence the outcomes
of their grandchildren, including through direct investment on their
human capital and direct involvement in children’s lives resulting in
increased cultural inheritance (Mare, 2011; Solon, 2014). Indeed, as the
empirical evidence we have reviewed in Section 2 suggests, the grand-
parent’s additional contribution is in some cases positive.

Therefore, following Solon (2014), the positive contributions from
grandparents beyond the contributions mediated through the parents, is
captured in the right-hand side of Eq. (1):

Ed® = a+ p,EdP + .Ed” + + ¢ €))

where Ed® is educational attainment (years of schooling) of individual i
of generation G, withi € (1,........N); t represents the three generations
as follows: t = Gq, t — 1 = Gy and t — 2 = Gg3; ¢; is a white-noise error term;
and g s are the heritability coefficients, which empirical evidence
generally shows to lie between 0 and 1 and, more precisely, 0 < 3 < fi5
< 1. Specifically, 2 and f3 represent the OLS estimates of intergenera-
tional persistence, or the strength of the links, between the educational
attainment of G; and G, and G; and Gg respectively.

In this paper we aim to estimate: (i) the extent of three generation
mobility — reflected by the f3 coefficient — both at the aggregate level
with pooled data and then specifically for the six countries; (ii) the
differences by gender and, finally, (iii) whether grandparents’ residency
status has a differential impact on grandchildren’s education. In order to
address these questions, we expand Eq. (1) as follows:

Ed? =a + B,EA® + p,EA” + p,EP P; + pP; + 5Gender® ®
+ ,LtNCOrCSG3 }’Cl + ¢Zl + &
where P; captures whether the grandparent has been residing with the
grandchildren or not. We also control for the gender of G; and for cases
where households have more than one co-residing grandparent. Finally,
C are country-survey fixed effects for the pooled data specification and Z
is a vector of variables, which includes age and age squared. This
extended specification allows us to also address some potential
modeling issues. First, by introducing a dummy variable for whether
grandparents are living in the same household with their grandchildren
at the time of the survey we are able to assess whether co-residency
affects education of G1, while the interaction term between grandpar-
ents’ education and co-residency status allows us to assess whether co-
residency affects intergenerational mobility. Second, when estimating
Eq. (1), grandparent’s coefficient 3 could be positive and significantly
larger than zero, because the variable included to measure the socio-
economic status of grandparents captures an unobserved part of parents’
socioeconomic status, such as abilities, preferences or cultural heritage,
which is fundamental to the intergenerational transmission mechanism.
Therefore, a test of the direct effects of grandparents requires an
extension of the baseline model, as we do in Eq. (2). As suggested by
Neidhofer and Stockhausen (2019), information on the direct contact
between grandparents and grandchildren helps to alleviate the omitted
variable bias. The analysis of the pooled dataset, which combines all
observations across countries, carries two implications. One one hand, it
technically helps to reduce the omitted variable bias derived from dif-
ferences in institutions and allows to abstract from characteristics that
should be equally transmitted from G3 to G1 across countries (Neidhofer
& Stockhausen, 2019). On the other hand, the elasticities can conceal
considerable heterogeneity between groups, suggesting the need to
assess the degree to which individuals, within a given group, tend to fall
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above or below the sample mean, and not just the degree to which
parents and children have similar outcomes (Hertz, 2005, 2008;
Mazumder, 2014; Emran and Shilpi, 2019).° As shown by Torche and
Corvalan (2018), fixed effect estimators act like within-group estimators
of social mobility, therefore removing the spurious association driven by
unobserved differences between countries. That is also why our
extended specification for the pooled data includes county fixed effects.”
In order to address the possible heterogeneity by gender, we also report
the intercepts from the regressions of men and women, which shed light
on whether the expected educational attainment of women (men) is
unambiguously lower (higher) than that of men (women), conditional
on parental education, across the entire range of parents’ education
distribution (Emran & Shilpi, 2019).

3.2. Data

We make use of the latest nationally representative survey data from
six countries where individual information for three generations is
available: Ethiopia 2015/16 ESS, Gambia 2015/16 HIS, Ghana 2016/17
GLSS, Liberia 2016 HIES, Nigeria 2015/16 GHSP; and Tanzania 2014
TZNPS. The surveys are available from the World Bank’s SSAPOV
database. This is a database of harmonized nationally representative
household surveys managed by the Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) Team for
Statistical Development under World Bank’s Poverty and Equity Global
Practice. These surveys are multi-topic in nature, designed by the na-
tional agencies together with development partners with the purpose of
improving understanding of the links between individuals’ socioeco-
nomic status and various activities and sectors of the economy, such as
agriculture and non-farm income activities.® Importantly for our pur-
poses, the surveys selected for this analysis collect information on
educational attainment, including retrospective information on non-
resident parents. In order to analyse three generational links, we iden-
tify G, through the reported relationship to the household head, their
parents (G2) and their grandparents (Gs). Similarly, we link the house-
hold head and spouses to their parents based on the retrospective in-
formation provided. Having complete information on the individual’s
relationship to the household head, the data allow for matching of
grandparent, parent and child. Those aged between 18 and 40 are
matched with their parents and grandparents who are either co-
residents or non-residents. Family members who have moved out,
particularly those who have married and established their own families,
are regarded as non residents. Therefore, the analysis utilizes informa-
tion from grandparents who are co-resident with both their children
(G2) and grandchildren (G1), and those who are non-residents, but
whose education information is retrospectively provided at the time of
the survey. By combining information from both co-resident members
and non-resident members, utilizing the household roaster and rela-
tionship status provided in the survey, the analysis can be done on a
much larger sample than otherwise possible. We limit G; to individuals
aged between 18 and 40, which is the age range within which we can
maximize grandparent and grandchildren linkages in our sample. We

6 We thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.

7 There could of course be other within-group effects that may bias the es-
timates of educational mobility, such as those related to socio-economic
background. Unfortunately, we cannot further specify our model as data on
socio-economic background are not collected. Any such differences between
countries would be captured by country fixed effects.

8 The analysis uses a harmonised set of key variables from nationally
representative surveys in the World Bank Africa region. This ensures stand-
ardisation and comparability of the educational attainment variables. A full
description is available in the World Bank Microdata catalogue and the Dati-
libweb Stata module to access microdata. The reference manual for harmonized
data for Sub-Saharan Africa is at https://www.statistics.sl/images/StatisticsSL/
Documents/SLIHS2018/SLIHS_2018_ New/SLIHS2018_Harmonised_Data/SS
APOV-Dictionary.pdf.
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consider individuals who have completed their education.” Table 1
summarises some key characteristics of the data sets we use, including
the total number of households and individuals covered in each of the
surveys and, in the last three columns, the number of parents (G2) and
grandparents (G3) matched with adult children (G1), also by gender.10
Our analysis is based on G3-G2-G1 matches representing our samples for
each country, i.e. number of cases where we can construct three
generational links within each survey country. The size of the sample is
mostly dependent on the extent to which grandparents’ information
(both co-resident and non-residents) is captured. It maybe that some
surveys capture information for both grandparents and/or sets of
grandparents, which results in sample exceeding the number of house-
holds in a survey. For instance, although Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Tanzania
are large population countries, the survey sample is relatively small and
particularly the G3-G2-G1 matches for the study sample. Moreover, our
three generational link sample is is composed of cases where a link be-
tween the education of G1, G2 and G3 can be established: the presence
of one grandparent will establish a three generational link and, there-
fore, enters our sample analysis. When we are not able to establish a
three generational link, as for instance, in the case of no grandparents
being alive or when their education has not been reported, then we do
not have a three generational link and this does not enter our sample
analysis.

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics about the pooled sample and
information on educational attainment of the three generations, also by
gender while Table 3 does so for the six countries separately. Educa-
tional attainment has increased over the generations, with grandparents
completing on average less years of schooling than their children, who
also completed less than their respective children. The table also shows
that women’s educational attainment has overtaken men’s: while G,
women completed on average less schooling than G, men, for G; this is
reversed. The reported average age for grandparents is almost 66, for Go
is 46.5 for men and 37.5 for women and for Gs is 24.1 for men and 23.5
for women. Table 3 also shows the differences between countries.'!
Ghana and Nigeria report the highest average years of schooling, while
Ethiopia, Gambia, Liberia and Tanzania report relatively lower years of
schooling. There are also differences in educational attainment by
gender, particularly for Go. The large gender gap in educational
attainment for G, is in Ghana and Gambia (respectively, 1.4 and 1.3
years more of schooling completed by men than women) and slightly
less in Nigeria (0.9). For Gi, the gap has mostly reverted in Ethiopia,
Tanzania and Nigeria, where women complete on average 0.6 years of
schooling more than men. These patterns are of course the result of local
context and national educational policies. For instance, since 2000, 15
sub-Saharan countries abolished school fees, including Ethiopia, Ghana
and Tanzania in our sample, resulting in increased school enrollment.
Similarly, countries that included a gender goal in their strategic plans
made substantial gain towards gender equality in primary enrollment in
the last two decades. This, for instance, included Gambia in our sample,
where girls” enrollment rose to over half of total primary enrollment
between 2000 and 2015 and where the gender gap in educational
attainment almost disappeared between Gi, and G,. Table Bl in the

° Individuals are selected if they have completed education, if they are not
enrolled in school at the time of the survey and have been out of school over the
previous 12 months. Generally, students are not out of school for more than 12
months.

10 See online Appendix A for more details on the matching procedure.
1 considering differences between countries, note that the data are based
on slightly different survey years, as reported in Table 1.
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online Appendix reports some basic descriptive statistics, mostly about
the education systems of the six countries we analyse here.

The education variable is “number of years of education completed”,
which is standardised using the ISCED 2011 classification.'” It is,
therefore, a continuous variable, which avoids the discontinuities in
schooling distribution that are possible when relying on categorical
variables, such as levels of educational qualifications obtained (Azam &
Bhatt, 2015).'® This is collected for each family members in the sample.
For some of those members who are non-residents, this information is
recalled through the head of household, which could lead to measure-
ment error if the educational outcome reported is a noisy measure of the
true value. However, educational attainment is a reasonably unambig-
uous concepts, also because formal education is generally fixed when
one reaches adulthood. Indeed, various empirical evidence shows this
measurement issue to be much less important in the case of educational
outcome than, for instance, income (Hertz et al., 2008; Torche, 2021). In
addition, the selected surveys in our analysis report both the levels of
education attained, specific grades completed and the ages in years of all
the household members, therefore making it possible to estimate pre-
cisely the years of education completed or attained for G, G and Gs.

For parents’ and grandparents’ educational attainment we use the
respective average years of schooling. This may pose two issues: one in
relation to the use of average across all grandparents as opposed to the
actual years of schooling of each grandparent, whether grandfather or
grandmother, on the paternal and maternal side; the other in relation to
potential differences in average education between grandparents who
co-reside with their grandchildren and those who do not. As for the
former, employing actual years of schooling for each grandparents
rather the average across all grandparents would result in much reduced
sample sizes in many cases. Moreover, some studies opt for the so-called
dominance principle and use the education of the parent with the
highest educational achievement. Theoretically, it is debatable what is
the best measure of family educational background; however, statisti-
cally, taking only the information of the parent with the highest degree
excludes information that contributes to the variation of the dependent
variable, i.e. children’s education (Neidhofer et al., 2018). As for the
latter, the questionnaire allows for collection of information on educa-
tional attainment, as well as age, of all grandparents, namely the parents
of the head of household and the parents of the spouse, including non-
resident grandparents. For robustness, we have also considered the
years of education of only the resident grandparent. Indeed, it may be
the case that an average educational attainment for all grandparents
may offer a biased estimate of the relationship between G3 and G1's
education if resident grandparents are, for instance, generally those with
education quite divergent from the average.'”.

Co-residency is measured with the standard definition employed in
the welfare budget surveys or Living Standards Measurement Surveys
(all the 6 country surveys in our analysis are welfare budget surveys or
the LSMS surveys), according to which members of a household are
typically defined as those who share social and economic relationships
and live together in the same dwelling unit or housing structure for at
least six months of the year, have common cooking and eating

12 The International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) provides a
comprehensive framework for organising and comparing educational attain-
ment across countries, which is helpful given countries have different educa-
tional systems. This standardisation however does not adjust for the quality of
education across schools or countries, information that we unfortunately do not
have for the selected countries.

3 More precisely, the surveys contain information on actual grades of
schooling. For example, the completed years of education is O for pre-school, 1
for grade 1, 2 for grade 2 and so on.

14 However, in this specification, the co-residency dummy and the interaction
between educational attainment and co-residency would obviously be omitted
because of collinearity. In any case, the key coefficients do not change
substantially.
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Table 1
Key Information on surveys and matching sample.
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Country Year/Type National pop. (millions) Households Individuals G2-G3 G1 match G2-G3 G1 match (son) G2-G3 G1 match (daughter)
Ethiopia 2015-16- ESS 102.4 4,947 12,160 7,016 3,275 3,741

Gambia 2015-16- IHS 1.9 13,281 43,457 24,602 10,474 14,128

Ghana 2017-GLSS7 26.3 14,008 32,211 17,388 8,235 9,153

Liberia 2016-HIES 4.6 8,346 17,583 10,349 4,593 5,756

Nigeria 2015-16-GHSP 181.2 4,582 13,819 7,053 3,232 3,821

Tanzania 2014-TZNPS 49.1 3,352 8,447 5,199 2,323 2,796

Notes: Year refers to the year the Survey was conducted. The population estimates are from World Development Indicators (WDI) mid-year population estimates at the
respective year of the survey. The figures for the households, individuals and G1-G2-G3 match refer to analysis sample and not to the larger surveys from which the

match is derived.

Table 2
Summary statistics by generation and gender.
Obs. Mean Std.dev Min Max

G1 — DaughterAverage age 39,395 23.5 4.9 18 40

Education 39,395 9.5 3.56 0 23

G1 — SonAverage age 32,132 24.1 5.1 18 40

Education 32,132 9.4 3.6 0 23

G2 — MotherAverage age 23,389 37.5 11.9 32.4 99

Education 23,389 7.6 3.9 0 23

G2 — FatherAverage age 25,727 46.5 14.7 36.2 103

Education 25,727 9.03 4.4 0 23

G3 — GrandparentAverage age 15,614 65.9 12.6 54.5 110

Education 15,614 5.54 4.6 0 23

Table 3
Educational attainment and age across three generations by gender and country.
Ethiopia Ghana Tanzania Nigeria Liberia Gambia

G1 Daughter
Average age 23.5 23.8 24.1 23.8 22.7 23.4
Education 8.8 10.6 8.0 11.4 7.4 8.7
G1 Son
Average age 23.7 23.3 23.6 23.6 22.4 25.2
Education 8.2 10.6 7.4 109 7.6 8.9
G2 Mother
Average age 37.4 39.4 36.2 34.4 35.9 36.7
Education 7.5 8.6 5.8 7.9 5.5 6.6
G2 Father
Average age 46.4 46.3 44.4 52.9 42.2 48.0
Education 8.4 10.0 5.9 8.8 6.1 7.9
G3 Grandparent
Average age 65.7 70.9 74.3 65.2 69.4 63.1
Educationt 6.6 8.0 1.4 3.4 4.8 4.9

t Average of all grandparents for whom information is available in the surveys.

arrangements, have economic dependence sharing income, expenses, or
resources such as food, housing, and utilities, and acknowledge that they
belong to the household and identify the household head. Although this
may not be precise, for instance in terms of the length of co-residency
and, therefore, exposure between grandparents and grandchildren, it
represents the best definition of co-residency we can employ given the
data. In our sample, a larger share of the grandparents are non-resident
rather than co-resident. For the co-residency sample, a larger share,
representing between 75 and 85 percent of the co-resident grandparents

is maternal. This is also consistent with the literature.

Sample selection bias in estimates of intergenerational elasticities
have been extensively documented.'® In particular, downward bias
might result when relying on information from co-resident members
only: if those who stay in the household and are captured by the survey

15 For instance, see Azam and Bhatt (2015) and Emran and Shilpi (2019) for
educational mobility, while Francesconi and Nicoletti (2006) provides evidence
for occupational mobility.
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are systematically different from those who do not reside within the
household, then estimates will be biased. However, this is not our case,
as the data we employ contain information about individuals even when
these are not residing with the family at the time of the survey. The
respondent, mostly the head of the household, is asked about the
educational attainment of all household members, including children
that are away for work or at a boarding school. Nonetheless, some non-
residents, for instance G; individuals who get married and form another
household, might not be captured. Consequently, the younger adults in
their 20 s could be overrepresented in the sample while the other adults
could be underrepresented. Similarly, bias could result from the fact that
the relatively low educated daughters are more likely to marry and leave
than those with relatively higher education. However, as said, in our
estimation, we do not rely on information on solely co-residing adults,
but employ retrospective information on parental educational attain-
ment.'° Finally, given the focus on gender differences, in our sample, as
shown in Table 3, the average age and educational attainment is not
significant by gender for G1. Although G1 daughters are less than G1
sons in the sample, there are no differences by educational attainment.'”

Another source of bias in educational mobility might arise from the
so-called ceiling effect at one end of the educational attainment spec-
trum and floor effects at the other end. Regarding the former, in-
dividuals (G;) whose parents (Gy) have already attained the highest
possible educational attainment would not possibly attain a higher
educational attainment themselves and, therefore, cannot be shown to
be moving up the educational ladder. In these cases, immobility is the
only option. Although this is particularly problematic with absolute
measures of mobility, it is shown to be important in relative measures of
mobility as well.'® In any case, in our data, this exclusion is trivial as it
concerns around 6 percent of the G2 sample. Regarding the floor effect, a
relatively high proportion of grandparents with zero years of schooling
will automatically result in a lower standard deviation of grandparents’
years of schooling and, therefore, higher coefficient. Indeed, in our
sample, around 60 percent of grandparents have zero years of education;
this proportion falls to 47 percent for parents and 23 percent for chil-
dren. This is a reflection of the improved educational achievement over
time in Africa.

Finally, and unfortunately, we don’t have information on divorce,
remarriage, polygamy status, nor on the vital status of the grandparent.
We use information on whether they are co-resident or not but if they are
not, we really don’t know of their vital status. We do not have infor-
mation on when the grandparent died to determine whether the child
was born before or after the grandparents’ death. It could therefore be
the case that a grandparent will be present and might have relatively
more influence on the child’s educational outcomes, for instance, when
they replace parents who may have died because of a pandemics, dis-
eases such as AIDS/HIV or other causes.

4. Analysis and results

We estimate Eq. (2) for the pooled dataset, which allows us to offer
an overview at regional level, and its version without country fixed ef-
fects for country-specific estimates. Considering the three research
questions we aim to address, we focus on estimates of grandparent’s

16 As an additional check, when we compare the average educational attain-
ment of all 18-40-year-old individuals in the sample with that of 18-40-year-
old who are children of the head of household (G1), we find a very small dif-
ference of half a year of education: 5.6 and 6.6 respectively.

17 This does not imply that there might be meaningful differences by gender
between G1 individuals in the sample and G1 individuals who are not included
in the sample. It does imply, however, that, for our sample of G1 individuals the
gender differences are present across all the educational levels.

18 See Narayan et al. (2018), and Annex 2A therein, for a discussion of this
issue.
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coefficient f3, and, when relevant, comment on the two-generation
mobility estimates from regression that control for grandparents’ edu-
cation. Unfortunately, these estimates are not directly comparable to
other studies, as specifications differ, particularly because of the use of
control variables. Moreover, our research questions relate to three
generation mobility, for which there is no comparable evidence in Af-
rican countries.

We start, in Table 4, with estimates of the association between
grandparents’ (Gs) educational attainment and the educational attain-
ment of grandchildren (G;) controlling for G, our preferred measure of
the persistence between grandparents and grandchildren’s education in
the context of the questions we pose in this paper. This is estimated to be
positive, with a coefficient 3 of 0.135 The association between parent
(G2) and children’s (G;) educational attainment is strong, with an
intergenerational elasticity estimate 5 of 0.638. This is comparable with
other estimates in the literature, for instance by Azomahou and Yitbarek
(2016, 2021) for nine African countries and smaller than others, such as
those from Hertz et al. (2008) for four African countries. The estimate is
also higher than those generally found for developed economies in
Western Europe and the United States and for Eastern Europe (Hertz
et al., 2008).'° Therefore, although smaller than two-generation esti-
mates, we do report a significant three-generation elasticity: The influ-
ence of grandparents is evident but is around one-fifth smaller than that
of parents. This suggests that, for the pooled sample overall, there is a
strong relationship between grandparents’ educational attainment and
that of their grandchildren, independently of its transmission through
the intermediate parental education. This is consistent with other find-
ings, such as from Anderson et al. (2018), who report that grandparents’
educational status is around one-fourth smaller than parent’s educa-
tional status. Moreover, the analysis by cohorts, reported in the last five
columns of Table 4, shows that the link between grandparents and
grandchildren education has become stronger over time: It was rela-
tively weaker for those born in the second half of the 1970s (3 of 0.076)
than for those born in the 1990s (B3 of 0.16)

Table 4 also shows that this relationship differs by gender. While
estimates of 5 are larger for sons than for daughters, those of f3 are
larger for daughters than for sons. Fig. 1 confirms this, but also shows
that this gender difference is not present when the link between
grandparents and grandchildren is not mediated by parent’s educational
influence. The coefficients of the regression of G3 on G1, without con-
ditioning for G2 education, are substantially higher than those that
control for G2 education, which is consistent with recent evidence from
other contexts (Celhay & Gallegos, 2024), and are not different between
sons and daughters.

This result — when considered alongside the result for the variable
that captures whether the grandparent resides in the same households
with grandchildren, which is substantially larger for daughters than for
sons — suggests that the grandparents’ effects are more pronounced on
granddaughters than grandsons’ educational attainment. This might be
because grandparents may end up having more interaction with
granddaughters than with grandsons: granddaughters might be more
present in the daily activities of the household where grandparents are
also present or there might be some other gender dynamics at play
which we are not able to capture with our data. Overall, the presence of
grandparents in the same households does have a significant effect on
grandchildren’s educational attainment. While the co-residency dummy
shows the effect of grandparents’ co-residency on the educational out-
comes of grandchildren, the effect on educational mobility is captured
by the interaction between grandparents’ co-residency and their edu-
cation as well as that of parents. We find that the interaction between
grandparents residency and their education has a positive effect on

19 1t is important to note, however, that our model specification includes other
variables for demographic characteristics and grandparents’ (G3) educational
attainment.
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Table 4
Three generational educational mobility, pooled dataset: by gender and cohort.
All G1 men G1 women 1974-79 1980-84 1985-89 1990-94 1995-99
G2 Ed. f, 0.635""" 0.696""" 0.585""" 0.832"" 0.790""" 0.718""" 0.515"" 0.327""
(0.004) (0.006) (0.005) (0.0088) (0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.009)
G3 Ed. 3 0.135™"" 0.104™" 0.160""" 0.076™"" 0.116™" 0.163™" 0.1673"" 0.160"""
(0.004) (0.007) (0.006) (0.010) (0.009) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)
co-resid. 2.248"" 1915 2.571"" 2.608""" 3.237""" 2.954™"" 2.230""" 1.387"""
(0.091) (0.131) (0.126) (0.236) (0.248) (0.236) (0.196) (0.158)
co-res.*Gy Ed. —0.098""" —0.045""" —0.146""" —-0.106™" -0.115"" —0.114"" —0.069""" —0.091"""
(0.010) (0.015) (0.013) (0.020) (0.020) (0.021) (0.023) (0.026)
co-res.*Gg Ed. 0.026™" 0.006 0.050""" 0.079™" 0.045™"" 0.058"" 0.036 —0.024
(0.012) (0.017) (0.015) (0.023) (0.024) (0.025) (0.025) (0.027)
Num. res. grandparents —-0.140™" —0.339"" —0.450""
0.111) 0.172) (0.141)
Gender (son = 1) 1.700""
(0.029)
Ethiopia = 1
Ghana 0.718"" 0.402""" 1.016"™" 0.167* 0.235* 0.267"" 1.211"" 1.543""
(0.057) (0.083) (0.073) 0.117) (0.123) (0.128) (0.141) (0.130)
Gambia —-0.791"" —0.957""" —0.652""" —0.424""" —0.489" —-0.850"" -1.043"" —~1.149™
(0.055) (0.081) (0.070) (0.010) (0.011) (0.116) (0.128) (0.126)
Liberia —~1.282"" -1.043"" -1.501"" —~0.909"" -0.813™" -1.120™" —1.442"" -1.6517"
(0.062) (0.091) (0.078) (0.118) (0.123) (0.132) (0.146) (0.146)
Nigeria 1.612"" 1.633"" 1.654""" 0.983""" 11177 1.718"™" 2.017""" 2117
(0.069) (0.101) (0.088) (0.131) (0.139) (0.149) (0.157) (0.157)
Tanzania -0.118" —0.990"" 0.442"" 0.275™ -0.138 —~0.720"" —0.486™ —0.223
(0.075) (0.110) (0.095) (0.136) (0.153) (0.166) (0.173) (0.200)
G, age —0.094""" 0.324""" -0.350""" 0.261 0.451 —1.048* 1.120" 1.221
G, aver. age —0.087""" 0.010 —0.1517" —~0.169"" —0.248"" —0.214" —0.057""" 0.026™
(0.005) (0.007) (0.007) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.010)
G, aver. age? 0.001""" 0.0002* 0.002""" 0.002""" —0.003""" 0.003""" 0.001""" -0.001
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)
Gs aver. age —0.104™ —0.096™"" —0.116 —0.090"" —0.0111""" —-0.108"" —0.127""" —0.117"
(0.004) (0.007) (0.006) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)
G aver. age? 0.001""" 0.001""" 0.001""" 0.001""" 0.001""" 0.001""" 0.001""" 0.001"""
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)
Constant 7.465""" —0.939"" 10.559"" —7.734 -1.126 22.176"" -7.320"" —9.558"""
(0.325) (0.502) (0.406) (22.905) (10.925) (8.590) (5.920) (8.645)
Adj.R? 0.473 0.483 0.494 0.651 0.600 0.526 0.365 0.300
Obs. 71,527 32,132 39,395 11,562 14,198 15,195 16,497 14,076

*** Significant at 1 percent; Robust standard errors in parenthesis, clustered at household level.
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Fig. 2. Three generational persistence, by country.

grandchildren’s education, particularly so on granddaughters. However,
when grandparents residency is interacted with parents’ education, the
effects on grandchildren’s education is negative. This suggests that when
grandparents reside with their grandchildren, the educational influence
of parents appears to decrease, this being again more pronounced for
granddaughters. Therefore, while the co-residency of grandparents ap-
pears to have a positive impact on the educational attainment of
grandchildren, it is also associated with a reduction on the influence of
parents’ education. Grandparents more regular presence in the life of
grandchildren, through their daily interactions, seems to both enhance
and mitigate educational influences within the household, highlighting
the complex dynamics of multigenerational educational mobility.
Estimates from pooled datasets are of limited interest when consid-
ering that countries may well differ in their educational systems and in
other socio-economic contexts. Fig. 2 shows country-specific estimates,
both with and without conditioning for the education of parents.?’ The
association between G3 and G; is positive and significant for all six
countries we analyse here. Results of regressions of grandchildren’s
years of schooling directly on grandparents, without controlling for G,
effects, show substantially higher three-generation persistence than
when parents’ education is taken into account, but for Nigeria, where
this gap is much smaller. Moreover, the results show that there are
differences between countries: higher effects from Gs3 to G;, when con-
ditioning for parents’ education, are found in the data for Nigeria,
Liberia, Ethiopia and Ghana and relatively lower effects are reported for
Gambia and, even more so, Tanzania. Nigeria, in particular, appears to
be the country where the direct influence of grandparents is relatively
more pronounced, as the difference between the intergenerational
persistence with and without the influence of parents (G2) is minimal.
As for the pooled sample, in order to shed light on the possible social
and cultural mechanisms at play in the association between grandpar-
ents’ and grandchildren’s educational attainment, we introduce a
dummy variable to capture the joint residency of grandparents and
grandchildren at the time of the survey. The results, also reported in
Table C2 in the Appendix, show a positive and significant effect (but for
Tanzania): they are relatively more pronounced in Liberia and Nigeria
and less in Gambia. Table C2 in the Appendix includes the estimates of
the effect of grandparents’ residency on mobility in the six countries: it is

20 Detailed regression results are shown in Table C2 in the Appendix.

positive in Tanzania and Gambia and negative in Liberia for both
daughters and sons.

Finally, Fig. 3 shows the gender differences for the six countries we
analyse as well as the regional level summary estimate.?! There appears
to be a stronger association between G3 and G; for daughters than for
sons for five out of the six countries. The relatively more pronounced
gender differences, above the average for the pooled sample, are to be
found in Liberia, Ethiopia and Gambia. In Nigeria, on the contrary, the
association between grandparents and grandchildren’s education is
stronger for sons than for daughters, but the coefficient for daughters is
not statistically significant.

However, as discussed in Section 3.1., we need to assess possible
heterogeneity across gender. In fact, the evidence shown in Fig. 3 sug-
gests that intergenerational persistence is lower in Tanzania than in the
other countries for both daughters and sons. in order to ass whether it is
indeed the case that Tanzania’s children enjoy an educational advan-
tage, we need to consider the intercept estimates of the regression
equations of sons and daughters. These, reported in Table B3, show that,
in Tanzania, the expected educational attainment for daughters is sub-
stantially lower than in the other countries at any given level of parental
education, which means that daughters in Tanzania do not effectively
enjoy better educational opportunities than daughters in the other
countries, even though they experience relatively weaker intergenera-
tional links. Overall, the analysis suggests that grandparents do matter in
the educational attainment of grandchildren over and above the inter-
mediate effects through parents. This is more so for daughters than for
sons and when grandparents reside within the same household, there-
fore possibly having a more persistent interaction with the co-residing
grandchildren. However, although the results show a pattern of educa-
tional transmission directly between grandparents and grandchildren,
once parental education (Gy) is introduced, the direct effect of grand-
parents weakens, indicating that much of their influence is mediated
through parents. Essentially, while grandparents impact their grand-
children’s education, parents seem to play a more crucial role in
educational reproduction.

2! Table C3 in Appendix C reports the detailed results from the three gener-
ational mobility estimates, by country and gender.
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5. Concluding discussion

The existing evidence, which is mostly from developed countries,
shows no clear consensus on the direct impact of grandparents’ educa-
tional status on that of their grandchildren over and above the trans-
mission that happens through the intermediate parental generation.
Older studies generally reported no substantial grandparental effect in
addition to those passing through parents, while more recent evidence
does suggest that multigenerational educational links are solid and
grandparents’ educational status, in various ways, is directly and posi-
tively associated with that of grandchildren. This pattern might be ex-
pected, given that higher educational attainment among grandparents
will provide more than just improved educational attainment in parents,
(including improvements in occupational class, earnings, housing sta-
bility, cultural influences and norms that higher education alone cannot
provide), which in turn are beneficial for the educational trajectories of
their grandchildren. However, as Bol and Kalmijn (2016) observe, the
variability in types of models, mobility measures, data, and regional,
national, historical or cultural contexts will likely contribute to these
inconsistencies. For example, when the controls for the middle genera-
tion (parents) become more stringent in the estimation models, for
instance when they more fully account for the characteristics of parents
and better measures of their resources, the remaining effect of grand-
parent’s educational status becomes weaker.

In this paper, we set out to provide estimates of three-generation
educational mobility for six sub-Saharan African countries, for which
we have consistent and harmonised data for three generations: Ethiopia,
Gambia, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Tanzania. Informed by the existing
evidence, we asked three questions. The first question aimed to measure
the extent of three-generation educational mobility; the second question
aimed to understand whether the extent of educational mobility across
three generations differed by gender and the final question aimed to
shed light on whether the impact of grandparents differed depending on
their residency status.

We conclude that grandparents’ matter and that the intergenera-
tional effects can persist beyond two generations. We find that the
grandparent’s educational status directly influences their grand-
children’s educational attainment, over and above the effect transmitted
through parents: children’s educational attainment is correlated not
only with the education of their parents, but also with the educational
status of their grandparents. When conditioning on parental education,
the association between grandparents and grandchildren persists but

10

decreases.

In each of the six countries, we find positive and significant net ef-
fects of the grandparent’s educational status on the educational attain-
ment of their grandchildren, conditional on their parent’s educational
status. The results also indicate that the influence on children reduces
after the second generation. We find that the direct effect of grandpar-
ent’s influence as measured by the three-generational persistence is one-
fifth of the two-generational persistence. This suggests that our esti-
mates of three-generational persistence do not follow the simple geo-
metric extrapolation of the two generational transmission that has been
assumed in some of the literature. There are, however, differences be-
tween the countries we analyse. We find that direct effects of grand-
parent’s years of schooling on grandchildren’s educational attainment,
net of parent’s influence, is higher in Nigeria and smaller in Tanzania,
Gambia and Ethiopia. The grandparents’ influence is, however, much
smaller than that of the parent.

Regarding the second question, we find that the degree of grand-
parents’ influence is higher for granddaughters than for grandsons at the
regional level and across the countries, except in Nigeria, where the
impact is higher for grandsons than granddaughters.

Concerning our third question on the impact of co-resident grand-
parents, we find that the coefficients from co-resident grandparents are
significant and positive and particularly so for daughters in Nigeria.
Overall, grandparents have an important influence on grandchildren’s.

educational outcomes, and this is particularly the case if they live in
the same households. To the extent that we can proxy the residency
status to a more direct interaction and, therefore, to transmission of
social and cultural capital as well as resources of other kinds, we do find,
in our analysis similar results to those of Zeng and Xie (2014) for China,
and consistent with theoretical predictions by Mare (2011), Song and
Mare (2019) and Solon (2014). The daily interaction between grand-
parents and grandchildren in African societies is important. Social and
cultural factors contribute to the multi generational transmission of
social status: this can be through social norms for knowledge transfer,
traditional resource allocation practices, as well as other cultural prac-
tices that enhance interactions across multiple generations. Indeed,
grandparents effects on grandchildren are likely to be greater when
grandparents and grandchildren have shared lifetimes, co-residency
representing a strong form of this mutual exposure.

From our findings, Nigeria does appear to be somewhat different to
the other five countries. In Nigeria, grandparents appear to have a
relatively more direct influence on grandchildren’s educational
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outcomes, with less mediation taking place by the middle generation of
parents. The effect of the co-residency of grandparents is also particu-
larly pronounced in the case of grandsons, whereas in the other five
countries, the transmission from grandparents is higher for grand-
daughters. The assessment of the underlying reasons as to the existence
of these differences is beyond the scope of this research. However, when
we look back at some key aspects in relation to the education system and
demographic patterns, we can only speculate that underlying reasons
may lie in specific social and cultural factors and norms unique to
Nigeria. norms. In fact, although Nigeria is one of the most populated
countries in the continent and the richest in terms of economic output, it
does not have a relatively high presence of old population, nor of
households with at least one old member, nor of three generation
households, nor a relatively higher average household size compared to
the other five countries. The prevalence of traditional gender norms in
some regions might have shaped educational opportunities differently.
In these contexts, extended family networks, including grandparents,
may play a more direct role in supporting boys’ education, especially in
regions where instability disrupts formal schooling. Conversely, in the
other five countries, the stronger influence of grandparents on daughters
could reflect greater reliance on extended family support for girls’ ed-
ucation, possibly compensating for gender disparities in parental in-
vestment or social expectations favouring male education. These
findings certainly highlight the importance of contextual factors in
shaping multigenerational mobility, suggesting that while broad trends
exist, country-specific conditions must be considered when analysing
intergenerational transmission of education.

Two further implications emerge from our analysis. First, the net
effect of grandparents on grandchildren’s educational outcomes in-
dicates that that the two-generations specifications often used are likely
to overestimate the extent of educational mobility between children and
parents. If, due to cultural, social and other economic factors, there are
grounds to believe that grandparents have solid direct or indirect in-
teractions with grandchildren, which is now much more likely than it
used to be a few decades ago, also because of demographic changes and
ageing populations, then consideration of three generations estimates of
mobility could well be revealing and helpful.

Second, because the disadvantage of birth in contexts and families
with relatively low education is more likely to persist across more than
two generations, then interventions that aim to address poor educational
outcomes in those same contexts become even more necessary and
possibly more complex.

This is important, particularly in light of the two wider demographic
and educational patterns we have outlined in the Introduction, namely
the increasing share of older people and the generalised relatively recent
efforts of many African countries to improve educational outcomes.
Despite important differences between the countries in educational
contexts and, particularly, in the progress achieved on the educational
attainment for the adult population and in addressing the gender in-
equalities in education, we find persistent multi-generational
associations.

We do aim to add to the lack of evidence on three-generational
mobility in Africa and, more precisely, in six African countries that
differ in many ways. However, we are conscious of limitations to our
study. The lack of evidence so far is mostly due to lack of suitable data.
For instance, we are not able to shed light on causal mechanisms nor on
the role of the different contexts and policies that regard the six coun-
tries. Furthermore, we are not able to incorporate other variables that
could help to capture further demographic and behavioural dynamics,
which could be relevant in African societies and could potentially
change the transmission of educational advantages across generations.
Regarding the impact of co-residency, although our measure is the best
possible given the available data, we do not have information on the
exact duration nor period during which grandparents co-reside with
grandchildren, which means we capture the effect of living in a more
traditional household, with closer ties between generations. For these
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reasons, considering the data we have been able to put together for the
six countries, we believe that our analysis starts to fill an important gap
and shed light on the extent of three generational mobility in part of the
African continent.
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