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Abstract

While agriculture remains a key source of livelihoods in rural Africa, employment in other
economic sectors is gaining in importance. However, details of the labor conditions are under-
researched. Here, we examine labor conditions in different sectors of the rural economy using
survey data from wage workers and key employers in Kenya, Namibia, Tanzania, and Zambia.
We find that close to 60% of the adult population are self-employed in agriculture or small
non-agricultural businesses, whereas only 7% are wage-employed. Over 60% of those in wage
employment earn below the minimum wage. The main employers are agricultural farms and
small private firms in hospitality and other services sectors. Average working conditions
remain poor. Payment above the minimum wage, employment stability, and certain social
benefits are more widely observed in sectors such as public administration, education, and
healthcare, where longer-term or permanent contracts are common. Workers in agriculture
and construction predominantly depend on seasonal and temporary contracts. Although
individual education levels, training, and experience enhance payment and job quality, those
with higher education often report lower job satisfaction. Our findings underscore the need
for policies that broaden wage employment opportunities and improve the labor conditions
in rural Africa.

Keywords: Rural Africa; Rural transformation; Wage employment; Labor conditions; Job

quality; Decent work

JEL Codes: J21, 131, J43



1. Introduction

Subsistence agriculture has traditionally served as the primary livelihood for most rural
households in sub-Saharan Africa, sometimes combined with different forms of self-
employment such as gathering and selling environmental goods, petty trading, artisanal
crafts, or food vending. However, the role of wage employment has grown over time for rural
households to augment and stabilize their incomes (Christiaensen & Maertens, 2022; Davis
et al., 2017; Gindling & Newhouse, 2014; Khan & Morrissey, 2023; Mutsami et al., 2024; Van
den Broeck & Kilic, 2019). Due to continued rural population growth, limited farmland
availability, and increasing risk of farm production due to climate change, the need for rural
wage employment, also outside of the agricultural sector, will likely further grow in the future
(Apraku et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2011; Musungu et al., 2024; Muyanga & Jayne, 2014).

However, wage employment in rural Africa has, so far, received relatively little attention.
While there is a substantial body of research examining the role of off-farm employment,
much of this literature approaches the topic in a highly aggregated manner, without delving
into the specific types of off-farm employment, differences in working conditions, or
variations across sectors (e.g., Apraku et al., 2021; Dedehouanou et al., 2018; Drall & Mandal,
2021; Sen et al., 2021; Van den Broeck & Kilic, 2019). In this article, we address this research
gap, pursuing three main objectives. First, we analyze the prevalence of wage employment in
rural Africa, distinguishing between different sectors and types of employers. Second, we
assess job satisfaction of employees and their working conditions, which includes wages, but
also contract types, occupational safety, and other types of benefits. Third, we investigate
which employer and employee characteristics determine job satisfaction and working
conditions in rural Africa. A better understanding of these issues is critical for developing
targeted strategies to increase the availability of employment opportunities and improve the
working conditions for rural households.

We use data from two surveys, one conducted with male and female adults (N=6,722) and
the other with employers (N=610) in rural regions of four African countries, namely Kenya,
Namibia, Tanzania, and Zambia. This approach of combining employee and employer data
across countries and regions facilitates a deeper understanding of rural job situations beyond
narrow case studies.

We add to the existing literature in two main ways. First, most studies on off-farm
employment examine the role of wage income from a household perspective but lack nuance
in terms of different employment sectors. A few case studies on wage employment conditions
in specific agricultural value chains exist (Ehlert et al., 2014; Van den Broeck et al., 2016;
Krumbiegel et al., 2018; Staelens et al., 2018; Suzuki et al., 2018; Meemken et al., 2019; Fabry
et al., 2022). But we are not aware of studies on labor conditions in non-agricultural rural
sectors, such as construction, transport, retailing, or tourism. Second, we are not aware of



other research that combines survey data from employers and employees to
comprehensively understand the labor conditions in rural Africa.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows: In Section 2, we present the materials
and methods, including an overview of the study areas across the four countries, the sampling
frameworks, data collection procedures, and statistical methods of data analysis. In Section
3, we present and discuss our findings. Finally, in Section 4, we conclude and discuss policy
implications emerging from our results.



2. Materials and methods

2.1 Study areas

We use primary data collected from rural areas in Baringo County (Kenya), the Zambezi
Region (Namibia), Morogoro and Iringa Regions (Tanzania), and the Western Province
(Zambia). These study areas were intentionally selected for their different climatic, agro-
ecological, economic, social, cultural, and institutional characteristics. While these regions are
not fully representative for each of the study countries, together, they represent a broad
spectrum of conditions typical of rural sub-Saharan Africa. Further details are provided below.

Kenya. Baringo County, one of Kenya's poorest regions, was selected for its role in thermal
energy and the Lamu Port South Sudan-Ethiopia Transport (LAPSSET) infrastructure projects.
Baringo has a low population density and high poverty rate, reflecting significant economic
challenges (KNBS, 2019, 2023). The local economy revolves around livestock, especially
ruminants, with some farming of maize, beans, and vegetables, even though frequent
droughts limit crop productivity. Thermal energy projects, particularly geothermal
exploration, have created jobs in manual labor and security for low-skilled workers.
Community conservancies provide opportunities for tourism-based wage employment, but
poor infrastructure, limited electricity, and banditry hinder its full potential.

Namibia. The Zambezi Region, one of Namibia’s poorest, is located within the Kavango-
Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area (KAZA TFCA), a vital wildlife corridor in southern
Africa. Agriculture, including cattle, goats, and maize, is a primary livelihood, but high
unemployment persists due to severe droughts and recurring floods. The Namibian
government provides cash transfers to support families impacted by these challenges. Nature
conservancies and national parks offer limited job opportunities in tourism, including
hospitality, tour guiding, and administration.

Tanzania. The regions of Morogoro and Iringa in Tanzania were chosen for their strategic
location within the Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor (SAGCOT)—a program aimed at
supporting small businesses in the agricultural sector, improving protection against land
grabbing, creating new jobs, and enhancing infrastructure and food security. Morogoro is the
largest rice-producing region in the country, while Iringa leads in vegetable production and is
a major producer of maize, beans, and potatoes. Many households engage in food processing,
such as producing flour and sunflower oil. Additionally, both Morogoro and Iringa have public
and private forest reserves that provide resources like charcoal, firewood, and timber (Jha et
al., 2021).

Zambia. The Western Province of Zambia borders Namibia’s Zambezi region to the south and
is part of the KAZA TFCA, which includes vital private and communal conservancies for wildlife
conservation and tourism. Despite its rich natural resources, Western Province remains one



of Zambia's poorest regions, with a poverty rate of 79% (Zambia Statistics Agency, 2022).
Many households depend on small-scale farming, growing maize, cassava, and groundnuts,
alongside livestock husbandry. Wildlife conflicts often resultin crop and livestock losses, while
other key economic activities include tourism, artisanal fishing, and forest product harvesting.

2.2 Survey sampling

Our analysis focuses on adult individuals of rural households and on employers in all relevant
sectors within the study areas. Households for the survey were selected through a two-stage
stratified random sampling process across all four countries. Initially, enumeration areas (EAs)
in the selected regions were identified based on population strata, with a set number of EAs
randomly chosen for each stratum. Subsequently, households were randomly selected within
the chosen EAs. In each household, we collected household-level data as well as data for adult
individuals, covering 703 households in Kenya's Baringo County (1,717 individuals), 652
households in Namibia's Zambezi region (1,765 individuals), 870 households in Tanzania's
Iringa and Morogoro regions (2,086 individuals), and 437 households in Zambia's Western
Province (1,154 individuals).

For the employer survey, a purposive sampling method was used to select relevant employers
from rural sectors across the same regions where the household survey was conducted. An
employer, in this context, refers to an individual or entity that hires one or more individuals
in exchange for wages or salaries. A purposive sampling approach was chosen due to the lack
of comprehensive lists of all rural employers and to ensure that all relevant employment
sectors are covered. In total, we selected 136 employers in Kenya, 140 in Namibia, 220 in
Tanzania, and 114 in Zambia.

2.3 Data collection

Data collection for both the household and the employer surveys took place between May
and August 2023, using structured questionnaires. Local enumerators, trained and supervised
by the researchers, utilized computer-assisted personal interviewing techniques to gather the
information. The questionnaires were carefully pre-tested to ensure relevance and clarity.
The household survey captured general characteristics of the household and its members, all
economic activities, wealth, access to infrastructure and institutions, and individual labor
conditions.

For the employer survey, we interviewed three categories of employers: (1) enterprises, (2)
public institutions, and (3) NGOs. In this context, enterprises refers to private-sector entities,
covering all types of businesses (including farms) that operate for profit and hire individuals
for income-generating activities. Public institutions include government agencies and publicly
funded organizations that provide employment as part of their public service mandates. NGOs
refer to non-governmental, nonprofit organizations that hire personnel to fulfill their



missions. The employer data collected include information on ownership structures, business
registration status, number of employees, sectors of operation, prospects for expansion,
challenges for growth, wage structures, working hours, and other relevant indicators of labor
conditions. The interviews were primarily conducted with the owners or managers of the
organization; however, if they were unavailable, other knowledgeable management
personnel were interviewed.

2.4 Measuring labor conditions

We start the analysis using descriptive statistics to characterize rural employers and
employees across the various economic sectors and study areas. Then, based on household-
and individual-level data, we analyze labor conditions along four key dimensions: (1) wages,
(2) type of job contracts, (3) decent work index, and (4) job satisfaction. To make wages
comparable, we calculate the hourly wage of individuals, based on the cash payment
received, the frequency of payment, and the number of hours worked. Most workers receive
a fixed cash wage, which is paid with varying frequency, depending on the activity and the
type of employment contract—such as permanent, temporary, seasonal, or no contract.
Wage is a fundamental aspect of job quality (Bonnet et al., 2003; Schuster et al., 2020) and is
therefore assessed in addition to other non-wage aspects.

To construct a decent work index (DWI) for individuals, we follow Fabry et al. (2022) and
consider monetary and non-monetary aspects of employment. Non-monetary factors, such
as fringe benefits and non-wage elements (e.g., working time, occupational safety, health
insurance, paid holidays, maternity/paternity leave), importantly contribute to job value and
quality. Building on International Labor Organization guidelines (ILO, 2013), our DWI focuses
on sector-specific dimensions relevant to individual workers. It is designed to be measurable
at the individual level and employs objective indicators to minimize potential self-reporting
bias (Burchell et al., 2014).

More specifically, we construct a DWI based on the following indicators: (1) adequate
earnings and productive work, (2) decent work time, (3) stability and security of work, (4) safe
work environment, and (5) social protection. The first indicator assesses whether workers
receive the national minimum wage. Minimum wage thresholds per hour of work are specific
to each country: 75 KSH for Kenya, 18 NAD for Namibia, 718 TZS for Tanzania, and 7.15 ZMW
for Zambia.! Fringe benefits (e.g., transportation, housing, meals) and training provided by
employers are also considered. To facilitate comparisons, we express hourly wages in
purchasing power parity (PPP) dollars, using World Bank PPP exchange rates for 2023.

! The Kenyan minimum wage derives from the Kenya Regulation of Wages (General) (Amendment) Order, 2022.
In Namibia, the 18 NAD benchmark originates from a 2023 proposal by the Ministry of Labour, Industrial
Relations, and Employment Creation. The Tanzanian minimum wage is set by the Tanzania Labour Institution
Act, Minimum Wage Order, 2022. In Zambia, it is regulated by the Zambia Employment Code (Minimum Wages
and Conditions of Employment) (General) Order, 2023.



The second DWI indicator assesses whether the individual’s weekly work hours with a
particular employer are capped at 48 hours, with adequate compensation provided for any
hours exceeding this limit. Furthermore, it examines whether the worker has to work during
night-time and/or public holidays, whether such work times are appropriately compensated,
and whether paid leave is provided. The third indicator evaluates the stability and security of
work, examining factors related to the continuity and predictability of employment, by
analyzing workers' contract types and durations. The fourth indicator assesses conditions
related to occupational safety by examining whether the work involves the handling of
dangerous products (e.g., pesticides, other toxic materials) without protection or other
activities with high risks of accidents. The last DWI indicator assess whether the worker is
entitled to social benefits, including health insurance coverage, sick leave, and
maternity/paternity leave.

For each DWI indicator, we compute a score value by averaging the dimensions specific to
that indicator. Subsequently, we calculate the overall DWI for an individual by averaging the
score values for the five indicators (Fabry et al., 2020). The DWI ranges between 0 and 1, with
higher values indicating better working conditions (for more details, see Table Al in the
Appendix). We compare the mean DWI across sectors to identify possible differences.

Beyond objectively quantifiable indicators, subjectively perceived factors of the individual
employment situation can also be important for people’s wellbeing. In the survey, we asked
employed individuals for their personal job satisfaction with three response options, namely
“dissatisfied”, “indifferent”, and “satisfied”. These responses are also used for the statistical
analysis of labor conditions.

2.5 Analyzing determinants of labor conditions

We use regression models to analyze factors that influence the labor conditions in rural Africa,
using the household- and individual-level data as well as the data from the employer survey
across the four study countries. For the models with individual-level data, we consider three
outcome variables —hourly wages, DWI, and job satisfaction —and regress them on household
and individual characteristics, dummies for the sector in which the individual is employed,
and other employer-related factors. For the models with employer-level data, we estimate to
what extent the wages paid are associated with employer characteristics, such as size,
ownership, and registration status of the organization, years in operation, and trade union

affiliation, among others.
More specifically, we estimate regression models of the following type with individual-level

data:

YU = ﬁO + ﬁlsecij + ﬁzlndij + ﬁ3Empl] + ]/C] + eij (1)



where Y;; is the outcome variable (hourly wage, DWI, job satisfaction) for individual i in

ij
household j; Sec;; represents the sector in which individual i is employed, Ind,;; is a vector of
individual characteristics (e.g., sex, age, level of education, experience), Emp;; includes job-
related characteristics, such as where the job is located (e.g., village, town) and whether or
not specific in-job training was received, and ¢;; is the error term. As we pool the data across

study countries, we also include a vector of country fixed effects, Cij.

For wages and DWI as continuous outcome variables, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) to
estimate equation (1). Job satisfaction is measured as a categorical variable with three
response options, so we use an ordered logit estimator. In the job satisfaction model, we
additionally include DWI as an explanatory variable to test whether objectively measurable
work conditions correlate with subjectively-felt job satisfaction.

To analyze wage rates with the employer survey data, we estimate the following model:

Z, = ag + a;Sec, + ayEmpchy, + yCy, + (2)

where Z is the average hourly wage paid by employer k, Secy is a vector of dummies
representing the economic sector in which employer k operates, Empch,, is a vector of other
employer characteristics (e.g., size of the organization, ownership status, etc.), and y is a
random error term. Again, we include a vector of country fixed effects, Cj.



3. Results and discussion

3.1. Characteristics of rural employers

Table 1 presents key characteristics of the employers surveyed across the study areas and

countries (a distribution by economic sector is shown in Table A2 in the Appendix). In all four

countries, over 60% of the employers are private enterprises (including farms and informal

businesses in other sectors), followed by public institutions. NGOs as rural employers are less

often observed in the study regions. Of the enterprises, the large majority are owned by

locals, though with some differences across the countries. In Tanzania, 19% of the enterprise

are owned by people from other regions within the country, whereas in Zambia 22% of the

enterprises are owned by foreign nationals. As mentioned, these data are not representative

for the countries, but reflect that employer characteristics can vary regionally.

Table 1: Employer characteristics

Kenya Namibia  Tanzania Zambia
Type of employer
Enterprise 0.74 0.62 0.95 0.75
Public institution 0.23 0.35 0.05 0.19
Non-governmental organization (NGO) 0.04 0.03 0.01 0.05
Formal registration
Organization is formally registered 0.79 0.66 0.59 0.82
Start of business operations (if enterprise)
Less than 1 year ago 0.01 0.02 0.15 0.07
1-5 years ago 0.41 0.14 0.42 0.26
5-10 years ago 0.23 0.26 0.25 0.27
10-20 years ago 0.23 0.26 0.13 0.28
More than 20 years ago 0.12 0.31 0.04 0.13
Ownership (if enterprise)
Local to the area 0.97 0.85 0.80 0.70
Foreign to the area, but national of a country 0.02 0.10 0.19 0.01
Foreign to country, from a different country 0.01 0.05 0.00 0.22
Joint, a country national and a foreigner 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.07
Trade association (if enterprise)
Belongs to a trade association or employers’ group 0.10 0.13 0.06 0.21
Belong to a trade union 0.04 0.09 0.03 0.15
Practices collective bargaining with the union 0.75 0.88 0.57 0.62
Observations 136 140 220 114

Note: Data from employer survey.

Affiliation with trade associations, employer groups, or trade unions is relatively low across

all four countries, which is unsurprising given the small-scale nature of most rural enterprises.

However, among those businesses that are union-affiliated, collective bargaining is widely



practiced, indicating that trade unions, where present, play an important role in influencing
labor relations. It is also worth mentioning that a large proportion of the enterprises is still
young. Around 33% started their business in the last 5 years, and more than 50% in the last
10 years.

3.2. Individuals in employment

Table 2 presents the proportions of individuals participating in various employment activities
and their socioeconomic characteristics. On-farm self-employment remains the dominant
activity in the rural study areas, accounting for 54% of the adult individuals surveyed across
the four countries. Around 10% of the adult individuals are self-employed in non-agricultural
businesses, and only 7% are wage-employed. It is important to note that these figures are
based on individual-level data. Household-level participation in wage employment is
somewhat higher, because most households include more than one adult member.

Also important to note is that a sizeable proportion of individuals is not involved in any
employment activity because our sample also includes older adults who receive pensions and
transfers or depend on the income earned by younger household members. Furthermore,
remittances are an important component of rural incomes in all four study countries
(Mutsami et al. 2024). In Namibia, only 27% of the adults surveyed were engaged in any
employment at the time of the survey in 2023. This low rate also reflects prolonged drought
conditions in the Zambezi region, which has severely impacted agriculture, the region’s
primary economic activity (National Planning Commission, 2020).

Panel B of Table 2 shows individual characteristics of those who are wage employed. Across
all four study countries, men account for about two-thirds of all wage-employed individuals,
pointing at gender disparities in rural labor markets. With an average of 11 years of education,
most wage-employed individuals have completed secondary school, yet without pursuing
higher education.

Panel C of Table 2 shows the distribution of wage-employed individuals across various sectors.
Across the four countries, agriculture is the most important sector, providing jobs for around
one-quarter of those who are wage employed, yet with notable differences between the
countries. In Tanzania, 53% of all wage employment is in agriculture, whereas in Namibia and
Zambia, this share is only 10%. Education and industry are relevant sectors for wage
employment in all countries. The hospitality sector is especially important in Namibia, as the
study area in Namibia is close to a national park with various tourism activities. Wage
employment in “other services” is relevant in all four countries and includes a wide variety of
activities in entertainment, recreation, cleaning, and personal services such as hairdressers
and beauty salons.



Table 2: Proportion of adult individuals involved in different employment activities

Pooled Kenya Namibia Tanzania Zambia

Panel A: Employment participation

On-farm self-employment 0.54 0.49 0.17 0.74 0.75
Off-farm self-employment 0.10 0.10 0.06 0.16 0.07
Wage employment 0.07 0.11 0.06 0.05 0.04
Participation in any employment 0.61 0.61 0.27 0.77 0.77
Observations 6,722 1,717 1,765 2,086 1,154
Panel B: Characteristics of wage-employed individuals
Sex (1 = male) 0.65 0.63 0.67 0.66 0.67
Age (years) 38.61 37.59 40.11 37.45 40.31
Level of education (years) 10.68 10.61 11.25 9.34 11.53
Experience (years in employment) 8.52 9.43 7.22 8.74 7.88
In-job training (1 = yes) 0.37 0.42 0.42 0.19 0.41
Employment location (share):

Rural 0.77 0.69 0.79 0.91 0.80

Town within the district 0.10 0.12 0.14 0.05 0.06

Town outside the district 0.12 0.18 0.07 0.04 0.14
Observations 444 185 110 100 49
Panel C: Wage employed individuals by sectors
Agriculture 0.23 0.23 0.10 0.53 0.10
Industry 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.08 0.10
Construction 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.07 0.06
Commerce 0.05 0.06 0.08 0.01 0.04
Hospitality 0.09 0.04 0.26 0.04 0.04
Transport 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.07 0.02
Public administration 0.05 0.06 0.06 0.02 0.04
Education 0.19 0.22 0.14 0.07 0.31
Health 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.04 0.04
Other services 0.21 0.24 0.22 0.09 0.24
Observations 444 185 110 100 49

Note: Data from household survey. Individuals 18 years and older are included. Panel A includes all adult
individuals surveyed. Panels B and C only include individuals engaged in wage employment. The proportions
shown in the “pooled” column represent the weighted averages across the four countries, with each country
having a weight of 0.25.

3.3. Wages

Fig. 1 presents density plots of the hourly wages received by individuals engaged in wage
employment, differentiated by country (further details about the average number of hours
worked and wages received are shown in Tables A3-A7 in the Appendix). For each country,
the national minimum wage is also shown. In Kenya (panel a), a peak of the distribution
function is observed at $1.16, which is well below the minimum wage of $1.75. In fact, only
31% of the wage-employed individuals in Kenya achieve the national minimum wage. The
situation is similar in Namibia (panel b), where only 30% of all wage-employed individuals
achieve the national minimum wage of $2.51.
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Fig. 1: Individual wages received (per hour in PPP dollars)

Note: The kernel density estimates show the distribution of hourly wages of individuals engaged in wage
employment based on household survey data. N denotes the number of observations for each country. The red

vertical dotted lines indicate the national minimum wage for each country.

In Tanzania (panel c of Fig. 1), the peak of the wage distribution is closer to the national
minimum wage of $0.81, which is achieved by 59% of the wage-employed individuals in our
sample. In Zambia (panel d), 47% of the workers achieve the minimum wage of $1.11. In all
four countries, we observe smaller peaks in the right tails of the distributions, indicating that

some individuals are also involved in higher-paying employment.

Fig. 2 pools the data across the four countries but disaggregates by sector (for a
disaggregation by country and sector, see Tables A6 and A7 in the Appendix). We find that
workers in education, public administration, and health tend to earn higher wages than those
in other sectors. This can be attributed to the more specialized qualifications typically
required, even though considerable variation also exists within each sector, likely due to
differing responsibilities and levels of experience.
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Note: Pooled data from the household survey across the four study countries with 444 individuals engaged in
wage employment. The box plots show the wage distributions. The grey dot within each box represents the
median wage, while the left and right boundaries of the box indicate the 25" and 75" percentiles, respectively.
The 'whiskers' show the range of wages beyond the middle 50% of workers.

The lowest average wages are earned by workers in industry and commerce (Fig. 2), where
most of the jobs do not require specific skills. Workers in agriculture and “other services” also
receive quite low wages on average. Important to note is that the daily wages in agriculture
are often lower than in commerce or industry, but because of fewer working hours per day
(see Table A4 in the Appendix), the mean hourly wages in agriculture are somewhat higher.
Work in agriculture is typically also more seasonal than in other sectors, which needs to be
considered when extrapolating the hourly wages to monthly or annual incomes.

3.4. Employment contracts

Beyond wages, an additional key aspect of labor conditions is employment stability. We,
therefore, assess what type of employment contracts and agreements workers in rural Africa
have. Fig. 3 illustrates the prevalence of different contract types by sector, based on the
household survey data. The results show high variation of different contract types both within
and across sectors. In the commerce sector, for example, nearly half of the workers operate
without any formal contract. This is due to the large prevalence of informal jobs in rural areas,
where small businesses, family-owned shops, and street vending are common. In these
settings, employment is often based on casual work relationships and verbal agreements.
Also in most sectors other than commerce, employment relationships without formal



contracts are common.
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Fig. 3. Prevalence of different types of employment contracts by sector

Note: Pooled data from the household survey across the four study countries with 444 individuals engaged in
wage employment.

In the agricultural sector, workers often engage in seasonal employment, typically being hired
for specific tasks like land preparation, planting, or harvesting, depending on the agricultural
cycle. While both agriculture and commerce share the characteristics of informal
employment, the key difference lies in the seasonality of agricultural jobs, as opposed to the
more continuous, yet equally unstructured, nature of work in the commerce sector.

Permanent contracts are more common in public administration, and the health and
education sectors, where public organizations typically dominate. These sectors offer more
stable job arrangements with formal contracts, providing greater job security, social benefits,
and legal protection than commerce and agriculture.

3.5. Decent work

Job conditions can also be influenced by various other aspects, such as work time,
occupational safety, or social benefits. As explained above, we use various indicators to
construct a DWI. Table 3 shows the mean DWI in column (6) and the five indicators in columns
(1) to (5). The overall mean DWI of 0.54 reveals that the typical labor conditions in rural Africa
are fairly poor, with many of the conditions for decent work not being met. The “adequate
earning” (column 1) and “social security” (column 5) indicators show particularly low values
on average (first row).
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Table 3 also shows some interesting differences in labor conditions between sectors.
Education and public administration consistently rank highest across all decent work
indicators. Most schools in rural Africa are government-run, ensuring that workers (e.g.,
teachers, admin and technical staff) benefit from formal employment procedures, which
provide at least minimum wages, job stability, decent work times, and certain social benefits.
Similarly, the health sector, also largely managed by the government, performs relatively well
in terms of these indicators. In contrast, commerce and agriculture have the lowest decent
work scores, followed by industry and construction.

Table 3: Decent work indicators by sector

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Adequate Decent Job Safe work Social
earning  worktime stability environment security Total DWI
Average across sectors 0.29 0.57 0.62 0.82 0.37 0.54
Agriculture -0.15 -0.03 -0.16 -0.03 -0.30 -0.15
Industry -0.12 -0.17 -0.08 -0.09 -0.06 -0.11
Construction -0.11 -0.09 -0.12 0.08 -0.30 -0.12
Commerce -0.18 -0.28 -0.19 -0.04 -0.17 -0.18
Hospitality -0.02 -0.07 0.16 0.09 0.11 0.05
Transport 0.11 -0.20 -0.03 -0.04 0.00 -0.04
Public administration | 0.21 0.18 0.28 0.06 - 0.21
Education 0.31 0.25 0.21 0.04 0.24
Health 0.19 0.12 0.17 0.09 0.26 0.16
Other services -0.08 -0.03 -0.05 -0.04 -0.07 -0.06

Note: The decent work index (DWI) and each of its indicators can range from 0 to 1 (first row). All other table
cells represent the deviation from the mean of the indicator across sectors. Significant negative deviations are
shaded in red (worse than average conditions), significant positive ones in green (better than average
conditions), whereby increasing color intensities indicate larger deviations. Pooled data from the household
survey across the four study countries with 444 individuals engaged in wage employment.

Interestingly, occupational safety (column 4 in Table 3) is relatively high across most sectors,
including agriculture and construction. Highly toxic chemicals are not widely used in the
mainly subsistence-oriented local agricultural systems, and most of the rural construction
activities are smaller-scale projects with lower risks than larger urban construction sites.

3.6. Job satisfaction

In spite of payment below the national minimum wage for the majority of rural workers and
poor labor conditions also in terms of other objectively measurable indicators, individual job
satisfaction is relatively high. Fig. 4 reveals that in most sectors more than 60% of the
individuals in wage employment are satisfied with their current work. The only exception is
the agricultural sector, where close to 60% of the wage-employed individuals are dissatisfied,
and another 15% are indifferent.
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Fig. 4. Individual job satisfaction by sector

Note: Pooled data from the household survey across the four study countries with 444 individuals engaged in
wage employment.

These patterns offer interesting insights. Many people in rural Africa do not have access to
jobs beyond self-employed activities in farming and small own businesses. Agricultural
employment opportunities on other farms may sometimes be available. But agricultural
employment depends on weather conditions, is seasonal at best, and therefore not a very
satisfying situation. Hence, the mere fact of having wage employment in other sectors can be
a source of satisfaction, even when the working conditions are far from perfect.

Fig. 4 further shows that in the health, commerce, and “other services” sectors, dissatisfaction
rates are also around 20% or slightly above. This is low in comparison to agriculture, but still
noteworthy, especially with respect to the health sector. As shown above, wages and other
work conditions in the health sector are consistently better than in other rural sectors.
Evidently, objective indicators of labor conditions are not the only factors that matter for
individual job satisfaction. Hence, it is useful to look at job satisfaction in addition to the DWI.

3.7. Determinants of wages and decent work

We now use the regression models explained above to analyze determinants of labor
conditions. Table 4 shows regression results from models using the individual-level data, with
wages and the DWI as outcome variables. As can be seen, individual education and experience
of the worker significantly increase hourly wages, highlighting the importance of skills in
boosting earning potentials. Job training also plays a key role in enhancing both wages and
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the DWI. Trained workers tend to be more efficient and capable of handling complex tasks,
leading to better job conditions. Age is also positively associated with the DWI.

Additionally, workers living in rural areas but employed in towns or cities outside of their
district earn more and have better working conditions than those working within their own
rural districts. This likely stems from better infrastructure and broader job opportunities
available in urban areas, associated with higher wages and better labor conditions.

In terms of sectoral differences, Table 4 shows that workers in industry, construction, and
commerce earn lower hourly wages than those in agriculture, while workers in the education
sector earn by far the highest wages. These findings align with the results observed in Fig. 2.
Furthermore, workers in public administration, education, and health have a higher DWI than
those in agriculture, largely due to more stable contracts and social benefits such as paid leave

and health insurance coverage.
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Table 4: Factors influencing individual labor conditions

(1)

(2)

Decent work index

Hourly wage (PPP S) (DWI)
Sex (1 = male) 0.098 -0.009
(0.172) (0.016)
Age (years) -0.008 0.002***
(0.007) (0.001)
Level of education (years) 0.058** 0.004
(0.024) (0.003)
Experience (years) 0.027** 0.001
(0.012) (0.001)
In-job training (1 = yes) 0.840%** 0.164***
(0.226) (0.021)
Employment location in rural as a reference
Town within the district 0.286 0.051**
(0.273) (0.026)
Town outside the district 0.364* 0.058**
(0.206) (0.028)
Sector dummies (agriculture is the reference)
Industry -0.887*** -0.015
(0.231) (0.037)
Construction -0.541* -0.020
(0.281) (0.025)
Commerce -0.893*** -0.067
(0.304) (0.042)
Hospitality -0.402 0.076**
(0.301) (0.031)
Transport 0.045 -0.002
(0.308) (0.053)
Public administration 0.599 0.217***
(0.401) (0.035)
Education 2.363%** 0.219***
(0.393) (0.033)
Health 0.698 0.147***
(0.581) (0.049)
Other services -0.238 0.041*
(0.178) (0.021)
Constant 0.484 0.240***
(0.388) (0.041)
Observations 444 444
Country fixed effects Yes Yes
R-squared 0.499 0.590

Note: Coefficient estimates from OLS regressions are shown with robust standard errors in parentheses. Pooled

data from the household survey across the four study countries, only including individuals engaged in wage

employment. * Significant at the 10% level; ** Significant at the 5% level; *** Significant at the 1% level.
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Table 5 shows additional factors that influence wages from a regression model with the
employer data. As can be seen, public institutions and NGOs pay significantly higher hourly
wages than private enterprises. Registered and unionized employers also pay higher average
wages, as do enterprises with foreign or joint domestic-foreign ownership. Larger employers
and those with longer operational histories also provide higher wages. These findings
highlight the strong impact of employer characteristics on labor conditions.

Table 5: Employer characteristics influencing average wage rates

Hourly wage (log)

Public institution 0.522***
(0.145)
Non-governmental organization (NGO) 0.754%**
(0.267)
Number of employees 0.003**
(0.001)
Foreign or jointly-owned enterprise 0.314**
(0.135)
Business registration 0.243***
(0.092)
Trade union 0.567*%**
(0.107)
Business operation
1 -5 years 0.349**
(0.160)
5—10years 0.412**
(0.169)
10 — 20 years 0.430**
(0.171)
More than 20 years 0.622%**
(0.180)
Constant -0.306
(0.197)
Sector dummies Yes
Country fixed effects Yes
Observations 610
R-squared 0.417

Note: OLS coefficient estimates are shown with robust standard errors in parentheses. Data from employer
survey pooled across the four countries. Wages represent the average wage paid by each employer. **
Significant at the 5% level; *** Significant at the 1% level.

3.8. Determinants of job satisfaction

We now analyze factors influencing individual job satisfaction, using an ordered logit model.
Table 6 shows that, individuals who received in-job training are more likely to be satisfied
with their jobs, as training enhances both their skills and performance, leading to increased
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job fulfillment, advancement opportunities, and higher wages, as highlighted above.
Additionally, workers employed in towns, whether within or outside the own district, are
more likely to be satisfied with their jobs than those working in rural areas, probably because
urban areas have more attractive job opportunities.

Table 6: Ordered logit regression for job satisfaction (marginal effects)

(1) (2) (3)

Dissatisfied Indifferent Satisfied
Sex (1 = male) -0.046 -0.009 0.055
(0.037) (0.007) (0.044)
Age (years) 0.000 0.000 -0.000
(0.001) (0.000) (0.002)
Level of education (years) 0.010%* 0.002* -0.012*
(0.005) (0.001) (0.006)
Decent work index (DWI) -0.262** -0.049** 0.311**
(0.123) (0.023) (0.144)
Experience (years) -0.003 -0.001 0.003
(0.002) (0.000) (0.003)
In-job training (1 = yes) -0.142%** -0.027*** 0.169%**
(0.050) (0.009) (0.058)
Employment location in rural as the base
Town within the district -0.129* -0.024%** 0.154**
(0.067) (0.012) (0.078)
Town outside the district -0.164%** -0.031%** 0.194**
(0.064) (0.013) (0.076)
Sector dummies (agriculture as the reference)
Industry -0.317*** -0.073** 0.384%***
(0.067) (0.033) (0.092)
Construction -0.290*** -0.061* 0.351***
(0.078) (0.035) (0.107)
Commerce -0.261%** -0.046 0.307***
(0.086) (0.034) (0.116)
Hospitality -0.181** -0.018 0.198**
(0.080) (0.014) (0.091)
Transport -0.351 *** -0.102** 0.453%**
(0.069) (0.047) (0.106)
Public administration -0.236%* -0.035 0.271*
(0.112) (0.038) (0.146)
Education -0.261%** -0.046 0.307***
(0.087) (0.030) (0.113)
Health -0.100 -0.004 0.104
(0.154) (0.015) (0.168)
Other services -0.186*** -0.019* 0.205***
(0.060) (0.010) (0.066)
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Observations 444 444 444

Note: Average marginal effects are shown with standard errors in parentheses. Pooled data from the household
survey across the four study countries, only including individuals engaged in wage employment. * Significant at
the 10% level; ** Significant at the 5% level; *** Significant at the 1% level.
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Another key finding from the estimates in Table 6 is that higher scores on the DWI are
associated with higher levels of job satisfaction. This suggests that better working conditions,
such as job security, social protection, and fair wages, play an important role for job
satisfaction. Strikingly, higher levels of education are associated with a greater likelihood of
job dissatisfaction or indifference. This could be because highly educated individuals often
have higher expectations for job roles, wages, and career progression, which, when unmet,
can lead to dissatisfaction. Additionally, while better-educated individuals typically enjoy
greater job resources such as higher wages and job autonomy, they may also face greater job
demands, including longer work hours, task pressure, and job intensity. As Solomon et al.
(2022) note, such job demands can offset the positive gains from greater resources, leading
to higher stress and lower satisfaction.

The lower part of Table 6 shows that individuals working in industry, construction, commerce,
hospitality, transport, public administration, education, and other services are more likely to
be satisfied with their jobs than those with wage employment in agriculture. This is consistent
with the findings in Fig. 4. Interesting to see is that these results also hold after controlling for
DWI and other individual characteristics.
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4. Conclusion

Wage employment in rural Africa has, so far, received relatively little attention, despite its
rising importance as a source of livelihoods beyond subsistence-oriented agriculture.
Historically, most rural households in sub-Saharan Africa relied on subsistence farming,
sometimes supplemented by self-employed activities including petty trading, artisanal crafts,
or food vending, among others. However, more recently, with further population growth,
land and technology limitations, and climate change, the demand for other types of
employment in rural Africa has been rising, to contribute to income generation and stability.
New wage employment opportunities have also emerged in a variety of sectors, even though
these opportunities and the associated labor demand often fall short of the rising rural labor
supply (Christiaensen & Maertens, 2022; Davis et al., 2017; Gindling & Newhouse, 2014; Khan
& Morrissey, 2023; Mutsami et al., 2024; Van den Broeck & Kilic, 2019).

Our study, utilizing data from actual and potential workers and employers in rural regions of
Kenya, Namibia, Tanzania, and Zambia, evaluates the prevalence of wage employment and
examines the labor conditions across relevant sectors. In particular, we have analyzed
employment wages, contract types, working hours, occupational safety, and other social
benefits for the calculation of a decent work index. We have also analyzed individual job
satisfaction, as well as factors influencing the labor conditions.

Based on our data, we find that only 7% of the adult population in rural areas are wage
employed, whereas close to 60% are self-employed in agriculture or small non-agricultural
businesses. For those in wage employment, more than 60% earn less than the national
minimum wage. The mean decent work index of 0.54 suggests that the average labor
conditions are fairly poor.

While agriculture, hospitality, and other services are locally the most relevant sectors for
wage employment, jobs in these sectors are typically associated with low wages and poor
working conditions. In contrast, public administration, education, and the healthcare sector
offer higher levels of job security, better wages, and other social benefits. Most workers in
these sectors are government employees with permanent contracts, health insurance

coverage, paid leave, and access to formal pension schemes.

Our regression analysis shows that higher levels of education, in-job training, and job
experience are positively associated with wages and decent work conditions. However, we
also find that higher educational qualifications do not necessarily result in higher job
satisfaction. On the contrary, our results suggest that — after controlling for other work
conditions — higher education is associated with more job dissatisfaction. This pattern may be
explained by the fact that better-educated people often also have higher job expectations,
which cannot always be met by the available job opportunities in rural areas.
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We have also identified employer-related factors influencing labor conditions. Specifically, we
find that public institutions and NGOs pay higher wages than private enterprises, likely
because many of the jobs in small and medium enterprises in rural Africa are informal. Larger
enterprises, especially those involving foreign ownership structures, pay higher wages, as do
formally registered and unionized employers. The age of an operation is also positively
associated with average wage levels.

We recognize that our study areas are not representative of Kenya, Namibia, Tanzania, and
Zambia, as we only surveyed specific regions within these countries. The regions surveyed are
among the poorer ones within each country, which may have an influence on our results. For
example, the proportion of individuals engaged in wage employment, wage levels, job
security, and social benefits may possibly be higher in other parts of the study countries.
Comparable data that are nationally representative do not exist.

However, we feel that we cover a variety of conditions that are typical for rural areas of sub-
Saharan Africa, so the general findings offer some broader lessons for research and policy.
First, formal employment opportunities — especially in sectors other than agriculture — are
insufficiently available in many parts of rural Africa. Second, most of the available jobs have
relatively poor labor conditions. There is an urgent need for generating more jobs and more
decent ones through appropriate rural development policies. Such policies should include
improvements in road, energy, water, and communications infrastructure and other
measures to incentivize the establishment and growth of enterprises and organizations in
rural regions. Better employment conditions could help reduce poverty, increase resilience,
and curb the massive rural-urban migration trend.
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Appendix

Table Al: Decent work index calculation

Indicator Definition Calculation
1) Adequate earnings and productive wage
Minimum wage The worker earns at least the minimum wage 1if yes

Fringe benefits The worker receives fringe benefits (housing, meals or transport)

Training Worker receives job training
2) Decent work time
Weekly hours The worker works 48 hours or less per week

Paid leave The worker receives a paid annual leave
A worker who undertakes night shifts or works on public holidays is
appropriately compensated for the extra time
3) Stability and security of work
Contract type Type of contract the worker has

Unsocial hours

4) Safe work environment
Work accidents The worker has had no work accidents since joining the current employer

Dangerous The worker's occupation does not involve handling dangerous products
products (e.g. pesticides, other toxic materials) without protection
5) Social security
Insurance The worker receives medical insurance
Sick leave The worker can get paid sick leave whenever necessary

Paternity/maternity The worker can get paternity/maternity leave
leave

0 if otherwise
1if 3 benefits
0.7 if 2 benefits
0.3 if 1 benefit
0 if otherwise
1if yes

0 if otherwise

1if yes
0 if otherwise
1if yes
0 if otherwise
1if yes
0 if otherwise

1if permanent
0.75if
temporary

0.5 if seasonal
0 if no contract

1if yes
0 if otherwise
1if yes
0 if otherwise

1if yes
0 otherwise
1if yes
0 otherwise
1if yes
0 otherwise

Note: The index is based on the guidelines put forward by the International Labor Organization (ILO, 2013); however, due to

the unavailability of some indicators, modifications were made to adapt the index to the available data.
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Table A2: Sectors of operation of employers (proportions)

Kenya Namibia Tanzania Zambia
Agriculture 0.12 0.49 0.09 0.15
Industry 0.10 0.01 0.08 0.09
Construction 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.04
Commerce 0.28 0.18 0.33 0.27
Hospitality 0.15 0.12 0.19 0.24
Transport 0.04 0.01 0.05 0.04
Public administration 0.03 0.17 0.02 0.03
Education 0.12 0.14 0.02 0.05
Health 0.12 0.11 0.15 0.09
Other services 0.03 0.06 0.06 0.08
Observations 136 140 220 114

Note: Based on employer survey data.

Table A3: Average working hours per day and week

Country Day Week Observations
Mean SD* Mean SD*

Kenya 7.86 2.52 4218 20.42 191

Namibia 899 2.82 54.69 22.63 110

Tanzania 8.43 2.55 46.42 21.77 106

Zambia 8.41 2.86 44.43 14.99 49

Note: Based on household survey data. Only individuals engaged in wage employment are included.

Table A4: Average working hours per day by sector

Kenya Namibia Tanzania Zambia

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Agriculture 6.33 1.46 8.64 2.58 7.30 2.12 6.60 2.61
Industry 7.60 3.09 10.14  3.89 8.88 2.85 9.40 2.19
Construction 7.60 0.55 9.33 137 9.71 2.21 8.00 0.00
Commerce 9.73 1.90 9.78 2.17 9.00 7.50 0.71
Hospitality 10.29 6.40 9.17 2.38 12.25 0.50 16.00 11.31
Transport 9.80 2.78 . . 11.57 2.70 12.00
Public administration  8.73 1.62 8.86 1.46 10.50 2.12 10.00 2.83
Education 8.07 1.35 7.13 2.03 8.57 1.72 7.60 0.83
Health 9.00 3.00 8.20 1.10 10.00 1.63 8.00 0.00
Other services 7.55 2.42 9.17 4.09 9.33 2.60 8.25 1.76
Observations 185 110 100 49

Note: Based on household survey data. Only individuals engaged in wage employment are included.
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Table A5: Average working hours per week by sector

Kenya Namibia Tanzania Zambia

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Agriculture 26.93 13.01 51.36 17.69 36.47 17.29 38.80 19.32
Industry 44.07 22.47 63.29 36.53 60.00 20.63 59.00 19.47
Construction 33.20 11.10 61.00 12.68 61.71 17.90 45.33 4.62
Commerce 55.45 13.48 59.78 24.77 63.00 . 41.00 141
Hospitality 65.00 48.82 59.28 18.60 58.50 26.10 48.00 0.00
Transport 55.90 21.02 . . 77.00 22.85 60.00 .
Public administration  48.00 17.80 46.71 18.70 69.00 21.21 62.00 31.11
Education 41.54 10.95 36.07 10.96 42.86 8.59 38.00 4.14
Health 52.40 18.99 41.00 5.48 48.00 18.83 32.00 11.31
Other services 44.00 19.13 56.50 30.79 55.22 27.19 46.33 17.30
Observations 185 110 100 49

Note: Based on household survey data. Only individuals engaged in wage employment are included.

Table A6: Hourly wages by sector in local currencies

Kenya (KSH) Namibia (NAD) Tanzania (TZS) Zambia (ZMW)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Agriculture 48.98 14.31 8.33 6.14 1,147.89 868.50 8.71 10.25
Industry 63.04 67.05 9.85 15.84  555.99 398.06 4.43 1.14
Construction 63.21 5.14 11.11 7.59 1,202.21 794.86 3.72 2.58
Commerce 39.18 21.54 7.35 7.74 1,111.11 . 5.71 1.35
Hospitality 80.28 65.71 15.95 12.41  482.68 285.39 4.95 4.05
Transport 97.55 50.82 . . 1,048.98 893.81 18.75 .
Public administration  158.94 72.41 17.95 11.44 1,268.60 1573.10 16.82 274
Education 138.07 72.84 63.31 22.10 2,019.05 1,183.42 43.44 6.67
Health 131.74 82.71 3227 24.08 2,333.33 1,541.10 4.69 2.21
Other services 65.28 5847 9.36 8.04 870.87 971.25 8.74 13.41
Observations 185 110 100 49

Note: Based on household survey data. Only individuals engaged in wage employment are included.

Table A7: Hourly wages by sector in PPP dollars

Kenya Namibia Tanzania Zambia
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Agriculture 114 0.33 1.16 0.86 1.29 0.98 1.35 1.58
Industry 1.47 1.56 1.37 2.21 0.63 0.45 0.68 0.18
Construction 147 0.12 1.55 1.06 1.36 0.90 0.57 0.40
Commerce 0.91 0.50 1.03 1.08 1.25 . 0.88 0.21
Hospitality 1.87 1.53 2.23 1.73 0.54 0.32 0.76 0.63
Transport 2.27 1.18 . . 1.18 1.01 2.90 .
Public administration 3.70 1.69 2.50 1.60 1.43 1.77 2.60 0.42
Education 3.22 1.70 8.83 3.08 2.28 1.33 6.71 1.03
Health 3.07 1.93 4.50 3.36 2.63 1.74 0.72 0.34
Other services 1.52 1.36 131 1.12 0.98 1.10 1.35 2.07
Observations 185 110 100 49

Note: Based on household survey data. Only individuals engaged in wage employment are included
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