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Prevalence and determinants of child fosterage in West Africa: relevance to

demography

Abstract

Ethnographic studies in West Africa show that the practice of sending children away to be raised by relatives
and nonrelatives is widespread among many ethnic groups. This paper is an attempt to explore the
demographic relevance of the practice. The fostering information is obtained from two sources: the responses
given by women to the question on children away from home, and by linking all children to their mothers
with the unmatched children being treated as fosters. The characteristics of these children, their surrogate
mothers, and those of the biological mothers are explored, and the determinants of child fostering are
discussed as correlates of these attributes. The results are indicative of high incidence of child fosterage in
Ghana, Sierra Leone, Liberia and Nigeria. Child fostering enhances female labor force participation, and may
affect the fertility decisions of both natural and foster parents, mainly because it serves to reallocate the
resources available for raising children within the society. It may also have consequences on child survival,
depending partly on how the culture treats children outside of their maternal homes.
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Ethnographic studies in West Africa show that the practice of
sending children away to be raised by relatives and monrelatives
is widespread amoryg -,Y ethnic groups. This paper is an attespt
to explore the demographic relevance of the practice. The foatering
information is obtained from two sources: the responses given

wosen to the question on children away from home, and by
1 ing all childrea to their mothers, with the unsatched children
baing treated as fosters. The characteristics of these children,
their surrogate msothers, and those of the bdiclogical mothers
are explored, and the determinants of child fostering are discussed
as corzelates of these attributes. The results are indicative
of hi incidence of child !ououro in Ghana, Slerra Leone,
Liberia and Nigeria. Child fostering emhances fesmale lador
force participation, and may affect the fertility decisions
of both natural and foster parents, sainly because it sezves
to reallocate the rescurces available for raising children within
the socliety. It may also have consequences on child survival,
depending partly on how the culture treats children ocuteide
of their saternal hoses.



The practices adopted by mothers in raising their chlldren
or the ways children are brought up are vital in sany respects.
Whether it (s the custom of hiring the services of pald wet
nurses, the use of surrogate parents, parental under-investment
and indifference in the welfare of some children who are uawanted,
child abandonment, infanticide,' the nature and prevalence of
such practices say bBave important demographlic comsequences.

The anthropological literature of West Africa polnmts to
numerous evidence of ohild relocation or the tranafer, glving
out or exchange of children among fanmilies (Fiawoo, 1978; Goody,
1978, 19753 Sinclaie, 1972). These practices generally ocome
under the tera ‘'ohild foatering' or ‘fosterage', defined here
A3 the relocation or tranafer of childrea froa blological or
natal homes to other homes where they are ralsed and cared for
by surrogate parents or foster parents. In other words, fostered
children are those ralsed or reared by people other than their
natural parents. In this paper, the nature of the practice
of ¢child fosterage is examined, together with the factors leading
to the practice in parts of Vest Africa.

This report {3 based mainly on the Chamaian data, derived
from the 1971 Supplesentary Enquiry of the 1970 Census of Chana.
Where applicadle, however, comparadle figures are quoted from
the results of previous analyses on other data sets - 1978 censuses
of population In Lideria and Sierra Leone, and parts of projects
1 and 2 of the 1973 Changing African Family Study in Western
Rigeria (Isiugo-Abanihe, 1983). The foaterage inforsation s



derived from twO sources: the responses given by woemen to the
question oa childrea avay from home, and by linking all ohildren
in the housshold to their mothers, with the unmatched being
those who are fostered-in. The attributes of the unmatched
children, whose mothers are not In the household, are examined,
together with those of the foster parents or child recelvers.
Fisally, the deterainants of lfosterage are explored as correlates
of maternal and household (i.e, sender's) characteriatics.
Demographic Relevance

Cnlild fostering is a topic that may appeal to an anthropelogist)
1t is a noveltly (n demography. Yet the relocation of children
i3 & type of aigration, a phencaencon which (3 a major component
of population change. Although demographers working in Africa
have long collected data on the practice of sending children
avay, they have not taken full advantage of the analysis that
¢ould de done with such Information. Fosterage data, in fact,
are often the inmncidental t;y-produot of more standard data on
fertility. Because of gross (naccuracies characteriastic of
sSurvey or census data based on questicons as seemingly sisple
83: “How many children have you had?™ research workers in Africa
devised ways to ainimize reporting errors based on memory lapse
and outright miareporting of eventsa. Thus for chlldren ever
bora alive, At lesat three questions are asked: the nusber
of ohlildren living at home, the nusber dead, and the nusber
awvay from home, the summation equating the total nuabdber of live
births to a respondent.



Probably because the imclusion of the queation on children
avay from home is incidental, the guestion has as a rule bdeen
discarded once the total ohildren ever bora are derived. In
fact, it i3 mot coded at all by some researchers., 3Such Inforsation,
Bowever, night help explain certain desographic interrelationships
in a developing soclety invelving such phesomena an child care
and rearing, fertility decinlons, childhood mortality experience,
child education, and work participation of childrem and mothers.
In the abaence of direct Inforsation on child foatering, the
use of secondary data onm children away from natal family or
houaehold, commonly avallable in census data, can provide useful
insight into the practice of child fostering, or sending children
out to be raised by surrogate parents,

In Western socleties children are generally ralsed by their
own parents In the nuclear fasily. Only in rather abnormsal
circumstances ¢o adoption and fostering take place, usually
because of some disabllities or orisis situations, From this
viewpoint, the kinship term .,mothering' or ,parenting' s an
idealized combination of behavioral roles expected to be assumed
or performed by a single peraon, biclegically related to the
ehild.2 On the other band, (n some ¥West African socleties where
child fostering 53 normsal and widespread, to know the real or
biological mother of a child, one would often have to ask bdboth
"¥ho bore you?* and *Who reared you?" (Coody, 1973:182).

Where foatering 1a prevalent, the saternal home i3 Dbdut

one of the possidle homes for the ohild. Yet most demographic



resoarch in such societiea tend to (gnore this fact and often
equste the number of ohildren born Dy A woman to her household
or family size. Also, demographic studies in these societies
have commonly examined events, such as child mortality, as correlates
of parental characteristics with little realization that children
avay from satural parents say e scarcely affected by such character-
isticos. The relationship between ohild mortality amd pareats’
income or educatioa, for instance, may give misleading results
unless the amalyst 1s able to ascertain the child's place of
residence at death, and hence, know whether the characteristics
of the household of orientation (i.e., parent's) or those of
the household of residence (i.e., surrogate's) apply. Without
such a distinction, the high cohild mortality experieace of an
educated wrban white-collar couple whose children are residing
with an {lliterate grandsother In a rural deelling could produce
a puzzling constrast with the low child mortality experience
of a poor, rural peasant whose children live with wealthier
relatives In the city.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the expected relations
are often not supported by most survey data hastily oollected
in developing socleties (based on Western notions of where children
should be ralised), and subjected to elegant analytical models.
it is important to take cognizance of particular culture-specifioc
behavioral patterns that may influence fanily decisions and
eventa of Interest In demography. ¥ith regard to fostering,
it 13 lemportant to mote that the aslitustion in the matural family
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or household where a child wvas born may be irrelevant to a child's
vital experience. A network of kim, with the clalms and obligations
they exchange, may be more crucial te the child's present and
future experience and achievement. Furtherscre, the lecwvay
provided to both the natural and foster parents by child foatering
say affect their desographic decisions (n various ways, especially
fomale labor force participation and fertility.

A woman with ten children, for inatance, while achieving
prestige and recognition in most traditional Vest African scclietles,
does not necessarlly raise all those children herselfl, On the
contrary, she may live with only a few, while others are brought
Uup by surrogate parenta. A pertinent fssue here 13 whether
this womar had ten children because she was hoping to board
the= out or whether her high fertility necessitated the foatering-
cut of scae children. Whichever is the case, atteapta to answer
these types of probing questions are needed for a detter under-
standing and explanation of demographlic events In developing
socleties.

It follows then that where the practice of child fosterage
is widespread, parental rescurce stock, imcose or ability to
take care of children, ete., may not adequately explain fertility
levels. The econoslic o3t of cohildren o parents (s lowered
by foatering them out while thelr potential value and bdenefits
Are ralsed leading to a positive inter-generatiomal wealth flow
from children to parents. The extended family, om which chiléd
fostering Is bduttressed, usually acts to alleviate the hardships
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of large famlly size. The delegation of parental roles dy fostering-
out children means the sharing of child«rearing responsidilities,
and the removal of some of the durdens and comstraints of prolific
childbearing. This also implies that the lisitation of fertility
by the educated elite does not, ipso facto, guarantec them a
saall family size. On the coatrary, they often ‘'inherit' large
families Decause they constitute the role sodel to which many
related and unrelated parentsa want to send their children, some
being ‘dusped’ to the disapproval of cone or both partners.
If indeed chlld losterage is an adaptive sechaniss in a soclety
of high fertility or If (% is effective in minimiziag the burden
of having many ohildren, then Lt certainly weakens the arguments
of the polloy maker pushing for a nationwide family plamning
campalgn aimed at limiting family size.

The migration aspect of ohild fosterimg is evident on at
loast two counts. Oo the one hand, fosterage 1s a type of migration,
on the other, It tends to sase some of the constraints of migration
to parents contemplating to move. Often parents who migrate
(internally or internationally) leave ohildren dehind with relatives,
either teaporarily or persanently. The practice also provides
this type of convenience %o women returning to school or entering
the lador force after a period of nursing. It is =y contention
that ohild fostering is a demographically relevant practice
wherever It Is prevalent. If it affects the sajor lasues or
conserna in demography (or is affected by thea), then desographers

working in these socleties should explore Lta significance.
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2. Types and Motivations of Child Postering

Although the practice of sending childrem away at various
ages is reported in many parts of the world (Aimsworth, 1967,
in Uganda; Kay, 19635 and, Keesing, 1570, in Oceania; Rawson
and Berggren, 1973, in Halti; Sanford, 1975, in West Indies),
perhaps nowhere i3 it as institulfomalized as in parts of West
Africa. NWeat African fostering has been a valued traditionmal
practice among many ethnio groups; the praoctice has prodadly
decoae more prevalent or taken new dimenaions as socletiea become
more complex and diveraified. What sees extracrdinary in West
African fostering are its prevalence, the very young age of
ehildren not living with natural parents and the ecarly age at
which ohllidren are boarded out. Furthermcre, because foatering
here is rooted in kinship arrangements, ¢children are seat out
not only in the event of some famlly orisis or when ome or bdoth
natural parents ocannot, for some reasons, manage to bring thea
4p. Rather, the sending out of children or the delegation of
parental chlild raising functions {3 oftem practised by both
stable and unstable famillies, marcied and single mothers, healthy
and handicapped parents, rural and urban homes,and wealthy and
poor parents. In this seotion the various types of chiléd fostering
Arrangenents are presented, together with the different fumctions
and motivations for the practice.

A. Kinship Foatering

This i3 the predominant type of child fostering among many

ethnic groups in West Africa. AL various ages, ohildren are



sent to live with relatives of either parent, or exchanged asong
kinsmen who mutually share kinahip obligatioms and assistance.
Anong the Conja of Obhama, for inatance, Goody (1973) found that
aale children vusually went to the mothera' brothers In whose
homes they were raised, while female children were claimed by
the fathers' sisters at infancy or early childhocd. Also, in
matrilineal socleties, children were commonly ralsed by maternal
kin with clalss and respomaibilities ov;r children.

Grandparents are porhaps tbi sost isportant reciplenta
of foster children, especially at weaning. Sending children
out at this tise facilitates the weaning process and [rees the
sother's time. Because mothers often resume work shortly after
childbirth, or go to sarket regularly, children are commonly
sent to live with grandpareats whose experience in child rearing
is thought to be beneficial for children. Usually Orandsothers
are willing to rafase grandchildren, who scaetises might be taken
avay froa their parents to renmind thes that It s tise to have
another. Asong the Igbe of Nigerla, It 1s prestigious for »
woman to have her grandchildren livimg with ber; it s regarded
43 a blessing vhen a woman starts building around her a saall
‘army' of her grandchildren and great«grandchildren., This arrange-
sent always has an in-bullt support systea because the occasional
visits and gifts of money, foodatuff and clothing by parents
Lo grandparents form an isportant part of their rescurce acoumula~-
tion. VWealth flow from parents to grandparents takes place

in the abasence of fosters, dut their presence guarantees the



regularity of suoh visits and the size and assoriaent of goods
brought in.

Most fostering in West Africa takes place within the kinship
frasework, because children are geacrally thought of as belonging
rot only to bioclogioal parents But also to the lineage or the
kinship group. Kinship fostering Is largely a ocoasequence of
the need to reallocate resources withim the extended famlly
or the kin group, ensuring maxisus survival for the unit and
strengthening kinship ties.3
B, Crisls Foatering

Child relocation resulting from the dissclutiom of the
fanily of orientation by divorce, separation or death of a spouse
24y be termed orisis fostering. Childrem boarded out as a result
of belng born out of wedlock also belong to this group, especially
in a culture where such childres are stigsatized. 1In moat re-
sarriages following the break up of marital unions, the welfare
of the child is thought to be better maintalined by the father's
kin because of the characteriatic fear of child neglect or even
poisoning by a stepmother. Also to be ocategorized as a type
of criasis fostering Is the sending out of a child necessitated
by apprehension over (&3 survival., The fear of witchoraft by
& aeighboring old voman or a cowife, for exaaple, or of reprisals
By the spirits of unappeansed dead kinsmen or ancestor could
result in boardinmg a child out, while the supposed cause of
the crisis Is being aseliorated. Closely related to such fears
Is sending out a child decsuse of previous or repeated experience
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with infant or sarly childhood deaths by a sother. Crisls fostering
is geserally thought to improve the survival chance of children
by resoving thes from the scurce of a crisis, real or imagined.
C. Wardship and Alliance Fostering

In many West African societies, there 15 a specific eaphasis
on the use of fostering to establish and strengthen social,
economic, or political alliances (Goody, 1978; Simclair, 1972}).
Children are sent oOut as wards to the hoses 0of noarelatives,
friends, and pecple of certaln social standing. In the Maslis
culture, children, especially boys, are Often sent at younq
ages Lo live with influential religlous or political leaders
or landlords to receive care, training and instruction in the
Koran.

Because alliance fostering or wardship often cosbines the
responaibilicion of training and sponscoring of young children,
it goes hand in hand with apprentice fostering. Children could
be sent out at very early age Lo hones whete they are disciplined
or where they learn a trade. Some parents are thought to spoil
thelr children by not being firm on thes, so sonding thes away
is supposed to help theam develop useful tralta. It is generally
belleved, in sany parts of Africa, that thrashing makes a child
wise and helps it to learnm quickly. In this regard, a surrogate
parent is bellieved to De in a better position Lo inculcate acceptable
forss of soclial behavior, apd spank & child, or inflict punishment,
until it learns o perfore useful functicas. Clearly, the sotivation

for this type of fostering ia soclal sobility and it is commonly
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belleved that wards or childrem raised under the supervision
of surrogate parents, especially those socialized in superior
or prestigicus homes, are ®0re progressive than those ralsed
by their own parents.
D. Domestic Yostering

In Africa, children are an isportant part of the domsestic
labor force and are thus peeded for the various household tasks
and small services they perfora. OChildren, theraefore, say be
fostered to redistribute their domestic lmportance especially
between households with many childrea and those with few, Fesale
children particularly are sent to experienced women where they
are expected to learm the domestic roles they would perform
ia their future hoses (Fiawco, 1978; Goody, 1973, 1975). Lictle
girls are often sent to the hoses of a4 new sother, especially
a young mother, to help ‘carry’ the baby and to act as a little
baby asinder, in returs for their training and saintenance.

Not omnly are children sent away to redistribute their dosestic
services in a tangible way, they are also sent out for their
esctional support. They could be sent to elderly women Of women
without thelr own children for companionshipr childless couples
are often glven children to rear 50 that they do not becoes
‘dlacouraged.'$  Posterisg of children for domestic tasks say
have taken a nev disension (a present day urbam areas of West
Africa, where many working families take in children as domestic
servants, saids, and baby tenders in exchange for thelr saintensance,

training and token wages. Most “houseseids’ in the urban homes,
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hosever, are not conslidered fostered because of their falrly
advanced age and experience. On the other hand, ssall children
sent out young, but who remained to provide these services as
they mature, are being fostered.

E. Educational Fostering
Moast present-day child fostering is coammonly thought to

be associated vith formal education, as education is imcreasingly
viewod a3 the sure means of soclal modility.5 Jlowever, sending
ehildren out for schooling i3 perhapa commen in sany parts of
the world, and clearly not all African school ohildren living
avay fros thelr parents are being fostered, especially at older
fges. Children are often boarded out with relatives, who are
expected to provide formal education %0 the younger ones as
a compensation for their own education. They may be sent to
nonrelatives where there are few relatives living near to schools
or where relatives are no longer willing to hosor the kinship
¢lainms of distant relatives., For instance, Goody (197%) has
Observed, in Chama, a shift in the cholce of foster parents,
from the traditiomal kin group to nomrelatives. She contends
that the critical factor is the balance between child fostering
A3 A reflection of righta veated in kinabip roles and fostering
A3 A mcans to education, am end to whioh almost all parents
novw aspire for their children as the sajor source of soclal

sobility,b

— -
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+ Select| of Foatera 2 d
Yariable .
The Ghana data provide detalled information oce relatiosship
to the head of household. However, such Iaformation is still
not sufficient for a atraightforvard determination of who ia
or 1a not a fostered chlld, The head of the household, gemerally
the person responsidle for the upkeep and maintesance of the
household, 1as the firat persoa to be i{dentified on the gquestion-
naire. All other persons in the household are defined with
respect to him or her. The relationship to household head classifi-
cation adopted In the Ghana study avoids the use of the conventional
relationship titles such as uncsle/asunt, nephow/niecce, or cousins,
because of the aabiguity and lmprecision commonly assoclated
with such a classification, especially (n a predominantly L11iterate
aoolety. Instead, a detailed and specirfic description of relation-
ship was used, such as: sother's brother for uncle, brother's
son for nephew, father's alater's daughter for cousinm, and head's
3on's daughter for granddaughter. Theae are cbvioualy cusbersone
desoriptions but they easure an unasdbiguous and unifors application
of the relationship classification. More importanmtly, such
& olassification enadbles us to link the children in a household
tOo their parents, 8o that those whose parents are abdsent in
the housenold are assumed foastered.
To deternine foaters among ¢hildren 10 years and younger,
A process of downwvard elimination is adopted. Firat, all children
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belonging to the head of household and/or spouse are elizinated.
Then, by going through the relationship code, all children whose
parents are found In the household are also elimimated. Those
whose parents are not in the household are asaigned a foater
code if certain conditions apply. For instance, a child clasaified
as "head's child's son or daughter' (i.e., grandohild) is fostered
Af there 13 ao adult (over 1% yeara old) clasaified as bhead's
child in the household. Similarly, a child classified as 'other
relative’ or ‘nonrelative' to household head is fostered iIf
there are no adults ia the household identically classified.
Children aslected in this atep are termed 'unambdiguocus' fosters.

Children not selected In thias astage consiat of those whose
parentage and fosterage status are aore <ifficult to deteraine
Secause of insufficlent inforsatios or very complex relationship
pattern., By looking at the number of childrem reported living
in the household by each woman who had ever had a live birth,
it Is easy to ascertain the nusber of childrea whose mothers
are not preseant in that household. Thua, for example, If the
head's daughter reported twoe children in the home (i.e., two
grandchildren to the head), bdut there are four grandchildren
in the home, logically then two of them are belag fostered.
However, we 40 not kmow which of the four childres actually
belong to the woman. The problem then becomes that of assigning
two of the four grandohildren to their mother (the head's daughter
present) and determining the two deing fostered.

15



Using an Indirect procedurs It i3 posaibdle, approximately,
to ldentify the ohild or ohlldren belonging to a given mother.
The prooedure is based on the assumption that the age specific
fertility rate for & wosan of & certaln age x yoars ago is propor-
tional to the probablility that she is the mother of a ohild
X years old in the household. In other words, for each 'ambiguous’
ehild aged x years in the household we calculate the probablility
that a wosan in the Bousehold gave birth to s child x years
age. That probability is:

Fik = x) = Fla)

where ¥ stands for fertlility rate

kK Is age of woman

x i3 age of child, and

Fla) is the age-specific fertility schedule of women.

Thus, given the fertility schedule in the population x
years ago, it is posaibdble to predict whether or not & woman
13 the mother of a child depending on when she started having
babies. We know a woman's duration inm the child«bearing state,
that ia, the difference bdetween her current age and her age
At first live bdirth, both of which are glven in the data. Thias
is compared with a child's age; a child whose age 1o higher
than the difference between the woman's current age and her
age at firat live birth (s definitely not borme by that wosman.

Operationally, the curremt fertility schedule, not that
X YyeArs ago, is calcoulated and assigned to each ohild aged x

(where x ranges from 0 to 10 years) based on the applicable
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(k-x) factor to ascertaln the probadbility that it was bdborn by
& given woman when she was (Kk-x) years old. Having ashdigned
the probdabilities to all children 0-10 years, those with high
probabilities are assumed to belong to the woman, while children
with lowest values are less likely to be hers. This procedure
is repeated for all likely mothers in the household. The process
runs into difficulty when the sclection involves two or more
children of the same age. Some Jjudgemental restriotions were
imposed, such as assigning to a woman who has had only one child
the one whose record appears next to her, or treating the child
next to the one already asaigned to a woman as a foster. Because
of the Indirect or reverse seclection process involved in this
step, the fosters thus selected, adbout 195 of all fosters aged
0«10 years, are classified as ’'ambiguous fosters' to distinguish
them from the relatively unamdiguous ones already selected in
the first step.

Generally, the linking procedure seems to work well when
tested both manually and mechanically on selected household
records., ¥hen compared, the two categories of fosters do not
seen Lo show significantly different characteristics. Percentage
shares of fosters by sex and by relation to the heads of household
are the same, though ambiguous fosters tend to be younger (mean
age of 5.1 years) than the unanbiguous ones (mean age 5.9 years).

The indirect assigmment of children to their mothers attenspted

here is far from perfect. In the first olace. the use of current
age specific fertility rates Lo represent past fertility may



bias the selection. However, a major source of bias im the entire
linking exercise i3 that the selection of fosters (s based only
on inforsation given by mothers which 13 not correapondingly
gotten from fathers. Thus, some of the fostered grandohildren,
for example, may well belomg to the head's son who was present
in the household but who was not asked the question on the number
of own children. It would have been possible to calculate a
paternity schedule and apply it to childrem also, though an
Already complicated selection process would have become even
more complex. It {3 hoped that the number of imatances vhere
children are staying with thelr fathers, in cases of divoroce,
Separation, or extramarital pareatage, i3 not high decause at
ages bDelow 11, childrem are naturally more likely to be 1living
with thelir mothers than thelir fathers, or else with a surrogate
mother. Be that as it may, this s best possible linking of
cehildren to parents we could accompliah, given the avallable
inforsation. It hardly needs streasing that only a study directly
seoking Inforsation oa child foastering ocould give accurate and

precise information oa the status of children.

8. Prevalence of Child Fosterage: Evidence from Mothera' Response
on Children Avay

From the process of linking childrens L0 their parents carried
out on the Ghanafianm data, it is estisated that nearly 208 of
all children under 11 years were not living with their natursl
parenta. This might somewhat overstate the nusbder of fostered
children aince the matching of childrea 15 with respeot to their
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sothers only. WBowever, from responses by sothers to the question
on children away from home, about one in three Ghanaian women
aged 15-34 years (ome in five at 20~24 years), with at least
one surviving child, reported a child living away from home.
The corresponding figure from the 1974 Liberian census was nearly
40% of all sothers 15-34 yoars old. About 32V of all males
and 24% of all female respondents in the Western Nigerian (Ibadan)
data reported some children (under 15 years) away. The Ibadan
fespondents were also asked whether they have other children
living with them, to which 37% of sales and nearly JI% of females
replied in the affirmative (Isiugo-Abanihe, 1983),

The incidence of child relocation is even more prevalent
in Sierra Leone. The 1974 census data reveal that about 29%
of Sierra Leonean children whose mothers were aged between 15
and 19 years were not living with their mothers. Thirty-six
percent of children bora to sothers 20-24 years of age wvere
also living away from home. VFor older wosen aged 25«29 and
30«34 years, the proportions of children away increase to 400
and 46% respectively. These figures are indicative of high
tates of ‘out-migration' of childrem, at relatively young ages.

The data point to considerable geographio and ethnic variations
in the incidence of child fostering. Im Sierra Leone, the practice
seoms nore widespread in the southern and ecastern chiefdoms,
while the chiefdoms in the northern province show low incldence
of fostering (see Table 1l). In Ghana, foatering seems O be

B0re prevalent among the Eastern, Upper, Volta, Ceantral and
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Northern regions, in that order. Ethalic differential ia the
incidence of child fostering is quite modest due probably to
the very broad ethnic groupings adopted. MNowever, Ga-Adangbe,
Grusi, Mole~Dagbani and Akan pecples tend to practice fostering
20re than other ethnic groups. When saaller tribal groupe are
exasined, substantial variations in fostering are evident.
Thue among the Nzema, Ada, Nkoya, Dagosba, Krobo, and Sisala
tribes, for instance, 20 o 0% of all childrzer aged 0«10 years
are fostered-out. The low foatering trides include Sefwl, Abhatfo,
Telensl, PFrafra, Pllapila and KonKonba, where only one in ten
children are fostered out. Fante, Twi, Asente, Ga, Gonja, among
others, fall in the siddle, with 15 to 19 percent of all cohildren
boarding out of natal homes. The ethnic varfiation in ohild
relocation ls hardly surprising since child fostering is, in
part, culturally detersined, and certainly there is sudbstantial

cultural heterogeneity among the ethnic groups.



TABLE 1

PFROPORTION OF CHILDREN AWAY BY THE AGCE OF MOTHERS,
SELECTED CHIEFDOMS, SIEARA LEONE, 1573

S. Provinoe Wunde " 51 .61 .70
Barri .4 .54 .56 .63

Mongoba Bullom .4% A9 57 59

All Sierra Leone .29 .36 L0 Ab

Source: Unpublished data from the 1578 Cenaus of Population
in Slerra Leone.

Analyses of the data suggest that child fostering may Dde
related to fesale labdor force participation. Cenerally, working
womsen tend to send out children more frequently than nonworking
women. For inatance, while about 343 of working Chanalian mothers
15-34 years old (223 of 20-25 year olds) had sent out some ohildren,
only 25% of homesakers of the same age (165 of 20284 year old
homesakers) reported children away. Among workers, there are
significant variations by ooccupation and employment astatus.
Nearly 335 of employees aged 20-28 sent out children, compared
with 20% of seif-employed mothers of the same age who reported
children avay.

The Nigerlan data also show the same pattern of higher
incidence of fostering children cut among working sothers relative

21



to nonworking women, While 115 of Ibadan homemakers aged 20-
29 sent out. ohlldrou. 195 of. the uoﬂua; mothers of the sane
age had sent out ehudnn. Amg Uorlton. women In white.collar
Jobo m—lm ul:oly t.o send out ohildren (9% of vhite-collar
louun ls sl yurrold) Nlatin to women In some oum' paid
employmant (nearly 20% of thea amocag 15-3% year olda). Becaune
of thelr relative high soclceconomic status, the white-collar
women are probably making alternative ohlld-rearing arrangomsents,
ouoh a3 sending ohudr"ou to day-care centers or hiring the services
of pald child mindera and maids. That 'f‘o.torlna out children
is less prevalent asong hosesakers, followed by the self-employed
women is partly oxpuru_lod .by the conp.ttblllty_&;yn_oa child
nloim-.‘od tholl; inforsal sctivities. .

With respect to the rural-urban differential l‘u fostering
out children, It seess that urban Ghanalan mothers are msore
1ikely to send out thelr children than rural women. Nearly
30% of rural mothers 15-34 yoars cld (175 of 20.280 year olda)
and 36% of all urban women of the sazme age (268 of 20-2% yesr
olds) roported some ohlldren living avay fros hoas. .ﬂu mean
nuabdber of cohildren away was also higher for urban m’n (.56)
relative to rural women (.38). While 23% of urban ohlldrm borne
L6 mothers aged 15-3% years were svay roa hose, only 178 of
rural children to the sase group 'ot aothers were awAYy. It could
be that urban -otbou. undar various atrnina and otrnua of
the city, find It more difficult o adoquately Mro for thelr

" ehildren themselves. To many urban wemoan, footering children
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out could de & reaponae to poverty and other urdan prodless.
Since many mothers Im the urban ares go out Lo work or trade,
returns to school after childbirth, have inadequate housing,
and maintain tenuous or peripheral soclal relationmahips with
the nelghborhood, ohild fostering offers an alternative =eans
of raising ohildren until the family becomes =more stable or
settied. Faced with many urbam difficualties, some women fall
back on the extended family and send thelr children to Se reared
by rural kin., This also serves a soclalization function for
the children whose urbdban birthplace s often thought to limsit
thelir konowledge of culture and traditions.

Howvever, that urban mothers appear more likely to send
out their children for fosteripg thanm rural women s somewbat
counterintuitive, especially If chlldren (partioularly older
ones) are sent out sainly for aschooling as has been argued by
Sinclair (1972) and Filawco (1978). It goea without saying that
the urban areas have more and better sohoola than the rural
areas in all African countries. Therefore, we would expect
A dominant flow of fosters froam the rural areas to the citles,
with a relatively veaker flow In the opposite direction. Evidence
form Liberia shows thia pattern. While about &2% of all rural
Liderian mothers aged 13-38 reported children out, 3635 of urban
women Of the sase age did thoe sase In 1978, There is no & priord
reason why Ghanaian mothers should behave differently, exoept
perhaps that the work participation rate among Ghanaian women

is very high, especially in the towns and cities. Further,
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‘

because the matrilineal aystem in very strong asong sany Chanalan
ethanie groups, child fostering probably acts az an important
1ink between urban women and their matrilineal kin i{n the ocountry=-
slide.

:I gung&.zl!ticl 0! !Oltﬁl'l :

"The foster population ia derived from the Ghanalan data

“by linking or matching children with their pasents, as described

adove. Only fosters among children under elaven years reprasenting
somo 20% of all childrem In this age group, ard.oonpidered.
5. Age of Fostera

The Ghanairn data show Lhat fostaoring startis ‘early, aven
before the first hirthday of many childron. Hoxever, the age
distriduticn of 0-10 yoar o014 foatera ahous that footering inoresses
with age up to age 6, where the perccatage share by age resains
falrly conctant to age 10 years vhere 1t experiences a slight
increase (Tadle 2). Yet adout 855 of all fostered children
aged 0~10 wera 0.5 yoars of 2ge, Indiceting that childrem l=ave
home at a relatively young age. It l3 rather striking tha®
pearly one {nfant out of 10 !5 not living with fta dlolegicol
mpother. Anothar Indication of the young age is the finding
that over 1563 of all children aged J<5 yrars were not living
With thelr mothers. This figure is ideatical to the 16% average
share of fosters among ohildren O-56 years of age found by Finwoo
(1978) in th=ee Ghanalisn cocsunities.
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TABLE 2

PROPORTION OF CHLDREN NOT LIVING WITH
NATURAL PARENTS, GBANA 1970

006 09 .10 096 .j08 .088 .102

0

1 112 .10 1 <105 .120 097 AN
2 127 118 <133  .127 .liz «112 « 125
3 . 150 150 159 158 3 .132 .tgg
4 117 .159 . 191 170 193 « 155 o1

5 .198 . 164 207 89 209 1580 .203
6 213 . 182 229 +181 253 . 181 .2C5
7 226 193 250 197 12 A0 L2340
5 291 208 .:;2 207 +20 210 253
9 .253 259 284 216 22 <19 259
10 260 223 237 223 353 220 2067
Total

2.038 1.203 2,235 2,080 2.822 1.739 1.006

-

Hote: The sumsation of ekch ooluwrn reprossnta the cxpeocted nus er
of yoars'llvoi avay frooc home by & child of a given charaoteriatic
by age 11,

B. Sex Differences

The dats shecu that mecrly 173 of il ssle Chanalza ohildren
0-10 years of 2ge¢ and 213 of fcmsals ohildren of the same age
vere not reslding with tholr Ulologloal porente. This sex differ-
ential in the incldence of rostsrage 18 alao 2lear fros the
proportionate 2ouiribution of cach asx iz ¢he 2vo)l of fostered
children. Male ellllran comatitute 44,2585 of nll fosters, while
the remainder vere fsnales, s.7iag & sex ratio of 81 among O
L0 10 yers 01d raekera, Dy comtroat, the nax ralio in the population

in the sxze age bracket iz Wi
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Table 2 shows that at every age, the proportion of female
fosters Is higher than the proportiom of male fosters. Secondly,
the net ‘cutajgration' of fe=ales between two adjacent ages
Is generally higher than that of sales. Finmally, the expected
nuaber of years lived away by a ohild between 0 and 10 years
is higher for females (2.28 years) than males (1.8 years).

The excess of females over males among fosters was also
observed by Filawoo (1978) asong the Chanaian children he studied.
This sex differential could suggest that parents are more willing
to part with femsle children than males. It could be that &
stronger emotional attachment %o males delays thelir departure
from home until older ages. It could also be indicative of
the fact that girls are sore helpful in perforaing menial tasks
and chores and thus more valuadle arcund the home as fosters.
€. _Kural-Urban Differsnces

With respect to rural-urban residence, nearly 205 of all
urban ohildren 0-10 years old and 185 of all rural ohildres
of the same age were not living at home. Urbam residence secema
to increase the doalnance of female fostera over sale fosters.
While 15.45 of all urdan male children were foatered, nearly
215 of all urbdan females 0-10 years vere deing fostered. In
the rural area, for comparison, 155 of all sale children 0-10
years, and 195 of female children were beilng fostered. While
there are 100 girls to 700 boys In the general population 0-
10 years, there are 133 girls to 100 boys among all fosters,



116 girls to 100 boys among rural foaters, and 132 girls to
100 boys asong urban fosteras.

On the origins and destinations of fosters (derived froa
the queations on place of birth and residence) we odserved that
about 63% of all fosters have moved within the rural area, 5%
have moved from rural to urban areas, 8% were urdban-rural movers,
while 28% have been relocated in the urban areas. About 633
of all foasters were of rural origin while 32% origloate in the
urban areas. Of all fosters of rural origin, only T.8% lived
in the urban areas, while the rest (92.65) were relocated within
the rural areas. Sisilarly, of all fosters of urdan origin,
265 went to rural homes, while 735 lived in the urban areas,
It would appear from these patterns that, though ohlldren could
be moved from one location to another over long distance, most
fosterage takes place within a short distance.

« Relationship to Foater | 4

Forty perceant of all fostered Chanalan ehlildren aged 0O-
10 years were grandchildren of thelr foster parents, the heads
of household or thelr apouses. Nephews/nleces and 'other relatives’
to the household heads came second and third, respectively,
in the percentage share of fozters. The patterm holds when
disaggregated by urdan and rural residemce. It is perhaps noteworthy
that the percentage shares of foaters who were distant relativea
and nonrelatives was higher in the urban areas than in the country-
side. Because of the desire to ralse children in the ‘sodern'
eities, it could be that parents send out thelr children to
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be raised by urdan frieads, village folka or even complete strang-
ers. The predominance of fesale fostera over males in the non-
relative category, especially im the urbdban areas, i3 perhaps
indicative of the large number of girls who are sent out as
maids and child tenders,
E. Posters and Schooling

The Ghanalan data provide us with ourrent school earcllment
fnforaation with which to test the importance of schooling iIn
Weat African fosterage. All respondents aged 6 years and over
were asked the question on scheol attendance; the current achool
attendance status of fosters could thus De compared with that
of nonfosters.

The data reveal that while 435 of foatered children 6-10
years old were enrolled in school, about A7% of nonfosters were
attending school at the time of the survey. Age for age, school
attencance rate is allightly higher for fosters than nonfosters,
excopt At age 10 years where 59.8%5 of foaters were enrolled
In school, compared with 61.23 school-going nonfosters.

As would be expected, female foaters are less likely to
be in aschool than male fosters. About 585 of all male fosters
were in school, coapared with 46% of female fosters. It could
be that fewer fomale fosters are sent out for formal education;
even the ones enrollied In schools prodadly cosbine achooling
with many aotivitlies around the home, and this may be assoclated
with nigh drop-out rates and Insufficient attention to studies.”
Indecd, some foatera who are sent out for schooling in the urban



arcas =ay end up as street havkers or busy and overvorked housemalds
and chlld teaders Iin the homes of thelr educated, working-olass
foster parents, whose owun children are promptly seat to achool
avery msorning.

¥hen the schooling data are disaggregated dy rural-urbdan
residence, an Iinteresting pattern emerges. Urban nonfosters
elearly attended school more than urban fosters; 6585 of the
former are enrolled im school compared with 5735 of the latter.
The reverse is the case however in the rural areas where relatively
more foatera (86%) were enrolled In school relative to nonfosters
(30%). A wide dlsparity im achool enrollsent between urbdan
and rural arecas s evident, though this disparity s more detween
grdan and rural monfoaters than between urban and rural foaters.
It should alao de pointed cut that fostered children may not
Bave had the sase achooling opportunities as nonfosters in their
place of origin, 56 even the same percentage attending school
might imply a great deal of school-related fostering.
8. Mavernel Factors Affecting Fosterage

Here the results of sultivariate amalysis on the Ghamatan
data are summarized.® Ordinary least squares regression techaique
is used to analyze the response of ever-sarried mothers, 15-
34 years old, to the gqueation on children awvay fros home as
correlates of thelir soclioeconomic attributea. The dependent
variable is an index of child fostering, constructed form sach
woman with at least one surviving child, This Index is defined
as the actual nusber of children away to the expected number
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of children avay, and mecasures whether a mother (s bdoarding
out fewer or more children than the average woman of the sase
age. Each woman's observation s weighted by the nusbder of
surviving children. The Independent variables are smainly iIn
the fors of dussies, 80 that the regression ocoefficients are
interpreted as the effect of meabership in a category of a given
explanatory variable relative Lo being In the reference category,
holding comstant other variables in the regression.

The ordinary least squares (OLS) regression coefficlents
are presented (a Tadble 3 for two equations. Equation ) contalins
the explanatory variadles that pertaln Lo the respoadent's character-
iatics or that of her household, In additica to these variables,
in Equation Il ethnic groupings are (atroduced %o see how the
socioecononic varlables changs when the patters of the ethnic
practice of ohild fostering la controlled. The tabdle also shows
the zero-order correlation between each of the explanatory variabdbles
and the dependent variable.

Woman's age 15 negatively related to fostering-out of children
as shown by the coefficient of -.0383 in Equatiom I, ol;nlftcaat
at 1% level. This relationahip essentially remains uschanged
when the effect of belonging to different ethanlic groups is considered
in Equation II. VWe expected a poaitive relationanhip between
& woman's age and fosterinmg-out of children as showun by the
bivariate relationship. MNowever, the nmegative aign in the multi-
variate relationship Is intultively satisfying. That younger

vomen, whose current number of children is lower than older
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wosen, 40 send out more children implies that they are sest
out At A young age. Among the reasons, youmger women and more
aobile and face considerabdle social adjustaents and inatability;
they also are more likely t¢ have had young children born out
of unlon. Further, their relative inexperience, and gomps
disinclination, im ohild rearing ocould result in sendinmg out
children at young ages, especially to grandparents.
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MULTIPLE RAEGRESSION CORFFICIENTS, LERO-ORDER CORRELATIONS
WITH THE DEPENDENT VARIABLE (RATIO OF CSSEAVED TO EXFECTED
CHILOREN AMAY), GEANA 1971

Sero-
Explanatory rml% tion I Orlaz
Yarlable tio to Corr. '::lh
R vaass = U3LE D3 0 P31 5 ZEE) b & Zm—— v
Parson-Room Ratio O3 T.4610 027 6.098 0N
Educational Status:
Primary + Nidéle ~.027 1.5 «~.002% «0.117 05T
Secondaty + 140 «~2.14) -.173s ~2.62) 017
%o Edscationt -
Marical Statue:r
Monogamous - 5619 ~3).606 ~.5420 «22.%M -, 003
Polygyncus - 4725 «18.288 ~.4412 -16.%3) -, 022
Sep. div. wia.f -
Place of Resideoce:
Urbas 042 17.003 «3002 16.642 106
Rural® -
Work Statums:
ioyee 5462 12.822 5227 12.340 002
Selfvenployed 0480 2.05% 0093 0.5 019
Hosesakerf -
Religious Affiiiation:
Christian L1102 3.8%) O1%0 0.840 100
Traditional -.0802 =3.56% <. 079 «). 480 - 004
Maalled -
Etdaic Groops
Akan «219%4 5.6)5 089
Ga<Adangbe 2019 4,328 032
Ewe 2333 $.562 011
Guan A4S 3.568 002
Cencral Togo A8 3.27) «011
gurna/Tes - 2334 -4.892 077
Mole«Dagbani 2376 .978 071
Grusi A0% L.an? 017
Othere® -
Cr.ua: 1.5 1.4)01
® 46l 0496
Fevalue 173.580 115.91)

o oo 18 on aver yoacs,
with at least one survivisg child, The dependent variable {s an index
of child fostering, defined as the ratio of obesrved 10 expectied misber
of children avay.

fRefers 10 the referance category.

Sigatficant at .01 lewel.



As expected, the number of surviving children i3 poaitively
related to fostering out of children.'® Since it s children
who survive that are gsent out, it follows that women with more
children are nore likely to send out children. In a culture
whore foatering is common, it is on such women that aore requests
or demands for children are often made. It could also bde that
women who have sent out children go ahead to have more, replacing
those avay or having more %o be sent out. If the sechanisa
offered by the institutiom of child fostering is such that parents
of larger families tend %0 relocate thelr young children with
kin or nomkin when the cost of ohildrea 1s high, and have thes
back or benefit from them in later years when they are net contri-
butors to the family, then child fostering is quite consisteat
With high fertility. Often these considerations might not be
“ithin the reala of parents' consoious calculus, however, they
Are aware that kinship obligation requires relatives to take
care of other relatives' children as a part of sharing of responai-
bilities,

That household size could put consideradle pressure and
atrain on the availadle household resources and space is perbaps
shown by the asignificant positive association between fostering
out of ohildren and person-room ratio. The results indicate
ELhat households where the number of perscas per room Is high
Are more likely to send out children than where the person-roos

ratio i3 low, A sisllar odservation bas bdeen made by Rawaon
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and Berggren (1973) in Haiti., The acute shortage of housing
in urban centers (amd hence high rental ocosts), but perhaps
20re isportantly the inadequacy of whatever is avallable, probably
leads to the relocation of sany children. To sost urdban inhabitants
‘home' s somewhere in the rural area, where family meabers
still reside In the fasily home or cospound, paying no rents.
Khen availadle space and accommodation become ssaller as household
size gets larger, some children probably becose foster-out candl-
dates, the rural homes belng their potential destimation. This
is not 10 deny possible accommodation problems In the rural
Aress as well, bdecause of the ssall size of houses or huts in
places and limitation in the number of rooms availabdble.

Maternal educational attainment appears negatively assoolated
with foastering-ocut of children; the relationmshlip 1s esphasized
by the laclusion of ethalc groups In Equation II. The coefficient
for secondary educated woaen iandicates that the index of child
fostering for this group is bBelow that of illiterate woaen by
7% in Bquation Il (183 in Equation l). There i3 virtuslly
no difference between the less educated women and those with
no sducation at all. 1t seems that a fairly high level of maternal
education is necessary Lo reduce child relocation. Better educated
womnen perhaps know that they are better equipped to ralse their
children than surrogates. They are also sarried to vell aducated,
and hence high socioeconomic status husbands, who oould afford

other and expensive child rearing alternatives.
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Currently being in a msarital union deoreases the praotice
of sending chlldren out; however, women in polygynous unions
tend to send out more children than those in monogamous marriages.
In Equation II, for lnatance, dDeing In sonogamous union,as against
separated, divorced or widowed, reduces fostering-out of ohildren
by 545, while belng Iin polygynous union decreases it by 435,
The pattern of these relationahips ia perhaps associated with
marital inatabllity and hardship consequent upom the absence,
or ineffectual presence, of husbands.

Urban residence has a large positive effect on child out-
fostering. The predicted index of child fostering is about
308 higher for urban women relative to rural women. It could
be that aany urban women left their children with rural relatives
before migrating, or relocated them when bdurdened by sany probdless
of urban living, not the leaat of wvhich ls inadequate housing.
Urban women often send chlildren to rural relatives as a tangible
sanifestation of soclal linka or blood affinity.

With regard to work status, fostering-out of chlldren increases
with female work participation; however, only the esmployees
are significantly different from the reference category in Equation
II. The self-eaployed are essentially similar to the homesmakers
43 indiocated by the low t-ratio. Compared with other women,
the employees do g0 out to work daily and prodadly work in
formal settings Inconvenlent for both ocoaslomal breast feeding
and child tending., Thus, ohlld relocation could dbe a convenient
acans of minimizing the coaflict between work and ohild rafiaing.
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No doubt, the provision of child day care ocenters, nursery achools
and hostels will reduce the attractiveness to working sothers
of sending out children to be fostered. Meanwhile, such facllitlies
Are acanty in the urbdan areas and non-exiatent (o the countryside,
Also, the use of such facilities entails a budget which may
be well beyond the reach of moat working but poorly pald women.

The regression results are Indicativeof algnificant differences
Aszong Muslims, Christians and traditfoaal believers in the extent
Lo which cohildren are sent out, as revesaled by the coefficlients
In Equation I. However, there i3 a considerable reduction in
these differences when adjustment 1s made for ethalc grouplngs
in Equation I1. Women in traditiomal African religion atill
exhibit the lovest child foatering Index, significant at 1%
level. The positive coefflicient on Christians {s not significant.
It Is not clear why the religious categories behave the way
they do. If anything, the relationship 1o scachow counterintultive;
probably religicus affiliation here Is & proxy for some other
unmeasured soclal characteristics.

The ethnic dusmies reveal consideradle variations among
the Ghanalan trides in the practice of child fostering, oven
when the avallable socloeconomic variables are comtrolled for.
This ethnic variation is hardly surprising sisce ohild fostering
Is culturally determined. It is (smportant to point out that
the inclusion of ethnic groups in the second model affected
the magnitude of all the socioecomomic coefficients when compared
with Equation I. Tne ethnic dummies serve to filter out the
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noise and distortions in the relatiomship between theae variabdles
and the practice of child fostering. Although the addition
of ethnic groupings affects all the varlables in the model,
its impact on education, marital status, work participation
and religious affilistion ia higheat.

The ethnio dussies modestly imcreased the B? from .0N6
to mearly .05, which means that the variadles in the complete
model explain only 5% of the variation im child foatering, though
the equation i3 significant at 1% level a3 seasured by f-statistic
of 116. Is a rather simplistic model as presented above, some
important variables are inevitadly missed, importantly here
are variables pertalning Lo husdands; messuresent errors are
often large for the avallable ones; also, & phenomenon such
A3 ohild fostering, that is strongly eadedded in the soclo-cultural
fabric of a pecple, may prove intractable to even the best equipped
soclal solentist.

L. DRisoussion

The prevalence, types and determinants of child fosterage
in West Africa have deen presented using secondary data. As
might be expected from secondary data oa which exploratory work
is done, the study suffers from various technical and definitional
problems. The main weakness, however, 13 the absence of explieilt
fosterage questions and consequently the imperfection of satching
ehildren with thelr parents or the assuamption that children
not residing wvith bdiological parents are apparently fostered-

out. However, the study is essentially exploratory in mature;
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the results are expected to kindle interest on the topic and
give rise Lo 20re detalled and explicit exanination of the phenonenon
An different African populations.V!

The practice of doarding out children i3 reported, under
various names, In many parts of the world. Yet, West African
ohild fostering is probably more than what is apparently videspread
in many husan societies: grandmothers participating iIn ralsing
grandchildren, orphans belng ralsed by relatives, studeats living
with older aiblings or urdan acquaintances, parents getting
rid of "bad’ or unwvanted children, and apprentices soving in
with their sasters. ¥eat African child foatering, apart fros
beling widespread, starts early in the 1life of a child, It is
partly the consequence of a need %o reallocate resources within
the extended family or related ¥in group, ensuring maximum survival
for the unit and strengthening the ties of kinship, WNest African
ohild fostering 15 unlike Weostern fostering whioch, apart from
not being very prevalent, usually takes place with the social
velfare authority acting as an Intersediary. It i5 also unlike
West Indian or Latin American fostering which Is msore crisls-
oriented (Coody, 1975). Here, to foster-out a child {s not
an acknowledgeaent of the pareats' inferlority, or for that
matter, that of the child, A fostered child could return o
bioclogical parents in anything from a couple of days to sany
yeara, and could be an important source of wealth tranafer to
both hias parents and foster parents, or of soolal mobllity for
Bis clan or kin group, at an older age.
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Child fosterage i3 simply an accepted means of raising
children in many socleties in Hest Africa. Even ¥est African
immigrants Iin America and Eurcpe are reported to send their
children to foster homes, Goody (1975) observed a high percentage
of Weat African children boarding out with English foster parents
in London (which she conmtrasts with the Vest Indiam children
usually sent to ‘nannies' on dally basis). She suggested that
the African parents, who are mostly studenta and workers, while
trying to flll other roles as well, share & cultural view of
parenthood (from home) which approves of delegating certatn
Aspeats of their parental ohild rearing roles.

The demographic lmplications of child fostering say not
be within the consclous realization of many parents, and certainly
have not been obvious to anthropologists who have long observed
its prevalence in =many parts of Vest Africa. Neither has it
entered into the analytical tool of demographers working inm
the area. Yet, ohlld fostering, by ita very nature, ocould have
consequences on a ochild's morbdidity and survival, consequences
Ehat may be either positive or negative depending, partly, on
how the culture treats children outside of their saternal homes.
It could have some impaot, directly or iadirectly, on the fertility
decisions of both natural parents and foster parents, sainly
because it serves to reallocate the resources avallable for
ralsing children within the society. Furthermore, child fostering
could enhance female labor force particlipation by freeing mothers'
time for work ocutside the home. It could alsc affeot the eatry

39



of children into the labor force, as well as family coapoaition
and household aize.

The purpose of this paper Is %0 call attention to the practice
of child fosterage In West Africa as a demographlc lassue in
the very =midst of perhaps the highest chiléhood mortality and
fertility in the world, coupled with gross demographic data
deficiency. The inability of the commonly studied socioeconosic
variables to adequately and satisfactorily explain observed
demographic phemomena in these populations should lead to the
search for more soclietal, comsunity~level amd behavioral practices
and Institutions which affects or shpae demographic declisions
and events. Child fostering is but one such practice.
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Kotew

I am grateful to Etienne wvan de Walle, Sam H. Preston and Caroline
Bledsoe for their comments and many productive discussions at
various stages of the original work. This paper i3 an excerpt
of my dootoral dissertalon at the University of Pennaylvanlia.

1. Detalled discusalon.of paid wet nurses io Europe Is provided
by Edward Shorter (1975). For parental underiavestiaent
oo ohildren, see Susan C.M. Scrimshaw, (1978). Esther Goody
(1973) discusaed the delegation of parental roles among
the Gonja of Ghana.

2. John Sinclair, (1972) makes a ot.aol? case for the dealradility
of fostering in West Africa, which he comtrasts with the
Veatera social coatext, where it 13 "oorsal® for children
Lo be brought up by their "real" parents.

3. Because of large family size norms in most Weat African
societies, foatering, much like & welfare sechanian, is
probably a means of rewarding or compensating those who
have many children. As Okore (1977) notes, "within the
family such mutual obligations are effective in sinimizing
the burdens of sany children and making the burdea (if
any) of raising children independent of on one's own fertility.”

8. Sinclair wurites, "Famillen at the deginning and end of
their reproductive cyole are partioulsarly likely to lack
¢hildren, and need to “import® them; bdut infertility is
another cause of cohildlessness, and childless couples will
be given children to rear 30 that they do not become 'dis-
couraged, '™ (Simolair 1972:36).

5. Flaveo, Goody, Sinclair, among others, bave argued that
schooling (s the main motivation of modern West African
c¢hild fostering. MHowever, none presents any evidence of
higher school earollsent by foaters relative to nonfoaters.

6. It L5 Ooody's (1975) comtention that In the modera world,
rights vested In kinship roles beccme less ocompelling than
the need to help children sake thelir way In the new skillas
required for full participation in an inoreasingly diveraifying
economy. Hence, children are increasingly being sent out
Lo be ralsed by none<relative, such as schocl teachers,
priests, Cod-parants, traders and strangers with the aim
of giving thea a good start in 1life through schooling.

7. Personal communication with Dr. Caroline Bledsoe, who recently
coxpleted a field work om ohild fosterage in Sierra Leone.

§. Only a susmary (s presented here; for methodological detall
and analyses on other data sets, see Isiugo-Abanihe (1983).
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9.

10,

11,

Index of ohlld fostering is used as the dependent varlable
because (L seeas to Do & rodbust sessure. The same regression
analysis wvas carried out using a dusmy varlable construct
in a logit-type model. Directions of relationships are
similar to the ones reported here, but with very low and
inaignificant coeffiolents.

Large fasily size oould result In sending out ohildren.
However, the acceptance of fostering could lead to high
fertility. A simultaneous causallty between fostering-
out of chlldren and fortility i3 suggested. Two stage
least squares analyais was attempted Iin the origimal work.
The results are plausidble but need to be corrodorated with
better child fostering data.

Caroline Bledsce has recently completed a detalled field
research among the Mende of Sierra Leone, with whoa ahe
l1ived for fourteen months. Eladorate qualitative and quanti-
tative data are collected and the results are expected
to elucidate the nature and demographic significance of
¢hild fosterage. More research in this direction will
be revarding.
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