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Abstract 
This paper explores the influence of transnational networks on social security arrangements of urban 
respondents in Accra, Ghana. Hereby the focus is on three themes, namely: health, education and funerals. 
These three themes, in different ways, explicate what social security issues exist for urban actors in Accra.  
Based on findings from one year of transaction data collected, corroborated with qualitative data from 
discussions on social security and social networks, the involvement of urban-based respondents in social 
security issues is analysed. To analyse the data a typology is used with which main differences in the 
research population in terms of access to formal/informal social security, general income/welfare, and 
characteristics of their social networks can be examined.  
 
The contextual point of departure of this paper is two-pronged: Firstly, the physical space of Accra shows a 
contrasting perception between the economic struggle of Accra’s majority to meet their livelihood needs 
versus the ‘unlimited’ economic success of Ghanaians who had migrated abroad and are, or would be 
expected to start, investing their savings in Ghana. Secondly, the context of social networks, and the 
transnational ties respondents have, enables the physical and economic confinements of Accra to be 
overcome. Respondents in Accra thus actively identify, maintain and invest in transnational ties within 
their social networks hoping to thereby be able to further own needs, obligations and desires and/or those of 
others in Ghana they are socially and economically related to (especially the extended family).  
 
Three main issues are brought forward which provide background and structure to this paper. They 
concern: 1) the historical-political context influencing respondent involvement in formal and informal 
social security arrangements, 2) the formal-informal social security nexus itself and 3) the interrelationships 
between economic themes.  
 
The paper concludes that respondents noted much higher outgoing than incoming transactions in all three 
social security themes. This could relate to the absence of personal crises or the need for support from 
social networks but can also be attributed to the role that social network members play for the respondent 
and vice versa. For instance the influence of transnational ties and the local network differ much between 
the three main types of respondents within the typology. For the poorest the dependence on transnational 
support to meet crises and other expenses is high. For the less impoverished respondents ties with migrants 
often institute a potential for advancing economically rather than to meet crises. For the wealthiest 
respondents the role of transnational ties in social security is limited to the donations they may provide at 
funerals they organize. In terms of governance and social security, and the influence of transnational 
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networks, this paper concludes that the symbiotic nature of informal and formal social security 
arrangements needs to be accounted for, in every location within (rural, urban) and outside Ghana 
(migrants), in any attempt at understanding social security issues and activities at a local economy level. 
 
Key words: social security, governance, transnationalism, social networks, Ghana, Accra, education, health, 
and funerals 
 
 
Section 1: Introduction 
 
In Accra much deference is given to Ghanaians who have successfully ‘gone to abroad’, 
i.e. who have migrated to a western country for economic reasons for an extended period 
of time. Where life in Accra, and Ghana at large, is perceived and presented by the large 
majority of its residents as a daily struggle to make ends meet, whereby the phrase ‘hand 
to mouth’ is often coined to describe their economic situation, with income earned just 
sufficing to meet direct consumption needs, Ghanaians abroad are regarded as having 
access to unlimited economic opportunities on which they can cash in. (own data, also 
see Tiemoko 2003)  
 
The perceived economic success of migrants and expectations that this success will also 
rub off on their family and friends in Ghana also derives from the many visual signs of 
economic success of migrants one comes across on a daily basis around Accra. Many 
local businesses adorn clearly foreign names and/or proudly sell imported ‘home-use’ 
ware3, or these businesses are simply known by the local population to have been 
established by migrants. Success of migrants is also visual in the continual expansion of 
Accra’s outskirts; a seemingly non-ending sprawl of ‘mansions’; low-density housing, 
each built on a plot of its own, often separated from the outside world by a protective 
perimeter fence or wall. Various such houses seem abandoned as they await a new 
financial injection for months on end before renewed activity brings them to a next stage 
of completion. Foreign-based migrants build many of such houses. 
 
Remittances, whether taking the form of goods or money, that migrants send to their 
home country, are thus met by their recipients with feelings of eagerness, gratefulness but 
also a ‘matter of course’, largely based on the assumption that the migrant can, and 
should therefore always try, to meet the specified and unspecified needs of his/her 
relations in Ghana, both the extended family and other relations to them.  
 
This brief sketch of local perceptions of the local livelihood struggle in Accra, and the 
role of migrants therein, versus the economic opportunities held by migrants abroad, is an 
incomplete and gross generalization for a number of reasons. First, it does not 
acknowledge migrants who are not successful or uninterested in making investments and 
supporting their family and other relations in Ghana. Second, it does not acknowledge the 

                                                 
3 The term ‘home-use’ refers to second-hand products (cars, fridges, clothes, etc.) that have not (yet) been 
used in Ghana but have arrived ‘fresh’ in Ghana from a western country.   
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economic prowess and roles of a ‘local elite’4 that, without having gone abroad as 
economic migrants themselves, have been able to make similar investments and provide 
support to others. This is not to imply that they have no transnational ties, as indeed many 
of these elite have sponsored kin and friends to go abroad as economic migrants yet the 
main difference, as one respondent put it, is that dependency on transnational ties with 
relations abroad does not extend beyond those concerned with their profession or 
business. Third, the sketch is incomplete because it says nothing about the nature and 
context, i.e. the institutional embedding, of the specific investment or transaction. Not 
only is it important to be able to derive the meaning of each separate transaction that 
flows between migrants and their relations in Accra in terms of what it is to be used for 
(e.g. to invest in housing versus meeting a particular family oriented need) but also to 
understand the location, historic and institutional contexts in which a transaction between 
migrant and Accra relation is set. Fourth, the sketch also suggests that the local economy 
of Accra and that in which migrants operate, are separate, with physical boundaries 
determining the localness of their economies, when transnational networks enable flows 
to traverse the boundaries of these ‘local economies’. Fifth and final, the sketch suggests 
that support and investment flows only occur from migrant to their network members in 
Ghana while support can also occur in the opposite direction.  
 
The above limitations to the sketch raise three key issues with regard to transnational 
influences on social security of respondents in Accra:  
 
The formal-informal social security nexus: While it is generally acknowledged in 
literature on developing countries and sub-Saharan Africa in particular (c.f. van Ginneken 
2003) that formal insurance mechanisms are highly confined with regard to whom they 
are available to and who participate in them, the fact remains that in the urban setting of 
Accra respondents in this research are either already involved, or interested to participate, 
in various forms of formal social security. Participation in formal security can, to some 
degree, be attributed to the formal and regularized status of work for a part of the urban 
working population (which contrasts with the rural, farming population), but also relates 
to access, knowledge and a general belief in the social security role of formal systems 
within their livelihoods.  
 
At the same time participation of urban residents in formal social security schemes does 
not automatically imply that interest in informal insurance mechanisms dwindles. This 
would have implications for the relationships they have with members of their social 
network, whether these are based abroad or in urban or rural Ghana. When such informal 
arrangements continue to exist the kind of insurance coverage they provide may differ 
widely. This may depend on the type of crisis encountered by the urban resident or 
his/her network member, the location, the past history of exchanges between respondent 
and network member and economic capabilities to provide support. Yet for some 
respondents a general division can be noted whereby members of the network that are 
based abroad are primarily providers of support at times of crises while network members 

                                                 
4 For instance Ghana’s ‘old money’ elite, who have accumulated wealth from decennia of cocoa plantation 
sales, or have been able to accumulate wealth from passing on highly valued craftsmanship from one 
generation to the next. 
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in rural locations may be dependents to the urban resident when they encounter some 
kind of crisis.  
 
The historical-political dimension to social security perspectives: During the life cycle of 
actors, changes may occur in location of the actor, his/her income activities and 
investments (e.g. securing own housing, raising/supporting own children, seeking to 
secure a pension of some kind), the confederation he/she is member of (marriage, 
household, direct/extended family, etc.) all of which influence the actor’s (perceived) 
needs for social security. In a country with a relatively stable economic and political 
climate the choice for a set of formal social security arrangements can be made easily and 
adhered to throughout a person’s life cycle. In contrast Ghana has, since its 
independence, undergone a number of major political regime changes. These changes not 
only affected the local economy but also affected the sheer existence of formal, state 
related social security mechanisms and the trust and belief of people to vest income 
earned in these if this was not obligatory (as with the ‘taken from source’ contributions of 
civil servants). The choice for formal and/or informal social security arrangements 
therefore not only relates to (knowledge of) the existence of a market of social security 
mechanisms, and access to these mechanisms, but also to trust of people in formal 
schemes, especially those deriving from their government. One question the choice for 
formal schemes also raises concerns the consequences of their implementation for the 
continuation of informal social security arrangements. The interest and need for 
maintaining such informal arrangements may differ strongly between economic domains 
(e.g. education, health, funerals), and may relate not only to the economic benefits they 
(can) provide to the actor and/or the confederation allied to, but may also be influenced 
by various cultural and social norms (i.e. institutions). 
 
Intertwining economic domains: Relationships between respondents in Accra and 
network members may not necessarily be confined to one economic domain (e.g. 
education, funerals, business or housing investments) only. This applies to kinship related 
ties as well as to friendships with others. For instance a relationship with a non-kin 
person may spark off at school or church. From this a common involvement in a certain 
economic activity may come forth. Initially there may not seem to be much balance in the 
involvement and efforts of the respondent versus the other in financial, labour or other 
inputs. A respondent befriended to a migrant abroad who spends a substantial amount of 
time supervising the construction of the migrant’s house without being paid for this 
provides such an example. However the investment of the respondents in the other may, 
at some point, result in various economic benefits, including investments of the migrant 
in the respondent, e.g. goods sent to help the respondent set up a business, or the 
provision of crucial financial support at times of crisis, e.g. when securing financial 
means for a funeral. These are moments of reciprocity of the migrant to the respondent in 
Accra that may not necessarily pertain to the same economic domain. 
 
For some respondents opportunities to link to financially able others (especially to 
migrants) through investment of own labour and other resources, from which to then 
hope to derive return investments may be limited as their own skills, means and the trust 
of the other to involve them in their Ghana/Accra based activities, are limited. For a final 
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group of respondents the burden of spending time on other activities without perceiving 
immediate benefits from their investments means that they do not proactively seek to 
become involved with economic activities of migrants.    
 
To enable an exploration of the issues raised above, while also recognizing the 
heterogeneity of the research population, three main types of respondents have been 
developed. These reflect the welfare disposition of respondents, the access to formal/ 
informal social security and the kinds of relationship they maintain with network 
members, abroad and in Ghana. In the empirical section of this paper I discuss and 
expand on these typologies as related to social security issues.  
 
The focus of this paper is on the relationship between social security concerns of urban 
respondents and transnational networks and the way this relationship is institutionally 
embedded. To gain an understanding of the institutional context shaping social security 
concerns and instruments of urban actors in Accra I focus on three economic themes: 
health, education and funerals. These economic themes play a central role in attempts of 
urban actors to maintain their livelihoods. 
 
The next section will highlight some main theoretical issues relating to governance, 
social security and the urban context of developing countries. Hereby the focus will be on 
three main issues I have already briefly introduced: 1) the historical-contextual 
background of social security (at the African, Ghanaian and Accra level), 2) the formal-
informal social security nexus and 3) the existence, especially through informal 
institutions, of inter-linkages between economic themes which relate, but also which do 
not relate, to social security issues. In Section 3 I present some findings from field 
research conducted in Accra on social security issues as these relate to the three themes 
of health, education and funerals. A summary and conclusion (Section 4) of main issues 
raised ends this paper. 
 
 
Section 2: Governance & social security in urban and transnational contexts 
 
Social security in an African context 
Conducting a literature search on the relationship between transnational networks and 
urban social security did not provide much in the way of directly relevant literature to 
substantiate arguments of my own. From this literature and an additional general search 
in the Google search machine valuable insights were gained into what main issues relate 
to governance as this is linked with transnationalism, social security and/or urban sub-
Saharan Africa. The following form key observations derived from this literature search: 
 
1. Few links seem to be drawn between social security and transnationalism when this 

concerns the influence of transnational flows on the country of origin of migrants. 
Instead focus, when this concerns migrants, is often on how they can be integrated 
into the social security mechanisms of the country they have migrated to (Adelman 
2005). 
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2. When informal social security arrangements are mentioned in the context of the 
developing countries of Africa, their existence is usually related to the presence of a 
large informal economy that provides employment to a significant part of a country’s 
working population. The majority of this informal economy (rural or urban) 
population has little or no access to formal insurance, or perceive the sustained costs 
of such schemes as being too high given the irregularity of their income, and more 
immediate interests and needs (van Ginneken 1999, Cichon et al. 2003:61). Van 
Ginneken (1999) writes how for sub-Saharan Africa formal social security coverage 
is confined to about 5 to 10 percent of the total working population, with little sign 
that this number will rise (1999:49). While other authors produce slightly different 
numbers (e.g. Kaseke & Butare 2003:3) the basic message is the same: formal social 
security insurance is more or less limited to civil servants and, in some countries, also 
other salaried employees. Thus those operating in the informal economy have to rely 
on informal social security mechanisms to meet crises when these arise.  

3. The discussion of what informal mechanisms are adhered to is usually confined and 
coupled to a conclusion that their existence should primarily be explained in terms of 
a failing market for formal social security mechanisms. Recommendations therefore 
suggest an adaptation of existing informal arrangements and schemes to enable their 
absorption into formal social security schemes in the near future (Kaseke 2000, 
Schrieder & Knerr 2000).  

4. Finally, there also seems to be very little discussion on the relationship between urban 
and rural domains where this concerns the contemporary interplay of formal and 
informal social security with the livelihoods of urban actors. It may be argued that 
this interplay affects what social support mechanisms are maintained with rural 
counterparts, amongst other related to their including/excluding principles for 
extended family members. While the body of literature on migration does dwell on 
this to some degree (c.f. Caldwell 1969, Tacoli 2002 and Simone 2003), precise 
research that investigates this relationship seems to be largely missing.  

 
 
Governance and social security in the Ghanaian context 
Before discussing what social security means in the Ghanaian urban context the question 
of how social security governance in developing countries should be understood and 
defined needs to be addressed. Van Ginneken (2003) defines social security as:  

(a) The provision of benefits to households and individuals (b) through public or collective 
arrangements (c) to protect against low or declining living standards (d) arising from a number of 
basic risks and needs. (1999:49)  

 
This definition of van Ginneken concerns formal and informal arrangements. Yet most of 
the discussion on social security arrangements, and what institutions are involved, 
examine informal arrangements, often in rural settings, and focus on how they function, 
particularly in the event of crises (c.f. Dercon 2003, Dekker 2004, Appiah-Kubi et al. 
2004). On the other hand governance discussions on social security, especially those 
focusing on the scope for social security with regard to health care, education and general 
upkeep, too often overemphasize the role of formal social security arrangements given 
their coverage, and the role of the state therein.  
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While I do not want to champion informal social security arrangements, as these have 
failings and limitations of their own, I would like to emphasize that the negative view that 
governance-oriented researchers and policymakers have of informal arrangements needs 
redressing. From a transnational perspective the argument for policymakers to focus more 
on informal social security arrangements is compelling when cast in the light of the 
recent surge of interest in the role of migrants and their remittances for development aid 
to countries they derive from. If this interest ensues a similar, and related, interest should 
also be there for the roles migrants play in providing support to their families and other 
relations in their countries of origin. While this support largely takes the form of informal 
arrangements, its role needs to nonetheless be appreciated. At the same time critiques of 
policy developments that seek to channel migrant remittances into development aid 
(including social security provision) rightly argue that the prospects of integrating 
migrant support into development aid should not be overestimated without a better 
understanding of the nature of migrants’ support (c.f. Skeldon 2004, de Haas 2005). 
 
The context of social security issues in Accra’s urban setting  
Few studies seem to exist which focus on the interrelationship between social security 
provision (formal and informal) and the role of the state over time in Ghana. Various 
authors discuss the influence of migration on changes in informal institutions surrounding 
social security such as the extended family and marriage (Clark 1999, Berry 1997), other 
authors examine the changing role of remittances from migrants (initially from urban 
parts of Ghana to rural areas) (Caldwell 1969, Mazzucato et al. 2004, Dam 1998, Ghana 
Statistical Service 1995) and a final group of scholars have discussed the influence of 
Structural Adjustment Policies and other macro-economic policies on existing state 
derived social security provisions (Jamal & Weeks 1999, Kumado & Gockel 2003). Yet 
none of these authors really seem to draw the link between social security arrangements 
along the formal-informal nexus with changes over the course of time in the political 
context that shape(d) national government policies and programmes on social security. 
While it is well beyond the beyond the scope of this research to assess this knowledge 
gap I would like to argue here that participation of (urban) Ghanaians in formal social 
security mechanisms not only relates to their eligibility to access these mechanisms as 
related to the kind of work conducted. It is also the outcome of changing levels of 
confidence in the relevance and adequacy of formal arrangements for addressing their 
social security concerns in a more apt manner than informal arrangements also adhered 
to.     
 
Amongst the changes in policy regimes that affected formal social security provision it 
stands without doubt that the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) introduced in the 
1980s, and related economic reform programmes that both preceded and followed it, had 
the largest implications on how people organised their livelihoods. In the urban areas 
SAP incited a general decline of the formal economy and much reduced employment 
opportunities. At the same time rising inflation saw the costs of daily expenditures 
increase. (Jamal & Weeks 1988, Tacoli 2002, Haruna 2003)  
 
Kumado & Gockel (2003) thus conclude that the already ongoing breakdown of 
traditional social protection schemes, notably a shift away from a dependency on the 
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extended family for providing social security, was hastened by the so-called ‘new 
economic order’ introduced with SAP to Ghana in the 1980s. Economic performance 
came to be primarily determined by market-led strategies which, amongst others, saw 
much reduced expenditure by the government on welfare, adversely affecting formal 
social security provision to civil servants, but also having a wider effect on other parts of 
the Ghanaian population. Owuor (2004) sets out for Kenya, where SAP was also 
introduced in the same period, that rural-urban relations were often reconstituted and 
renegotiated as a consequence of this programme. They were either strengthened or (at 
least temporarily) abandoned by the large majority in urban areas of Kenya while 
attempting to face the economic recession and ensure limited losses in own income and 
consumption. Similar social changes are suggested to have occurred throughout sub-
Saharan Africa (Beall & Kanji 1999) and also in various other parts of the world (van 
Ginneken 2003). 
 
Taking health provision as an example of formal social security provisions the current 
government of Ghana (NPP) is set to institute a change with the introduction of a 
National Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS). The ‘cash and carry’ system of the prior 
government (PNDC) had implied that patients pay for treatment expenses ahead of actual 
treatment (IRINnews 2004, Osei-Akoto 2003). It had meant a significant rise in 
livelihood expenses when compared with the social welfare schemes that had been 
provided before then by the Ghanaian state. The cash and carry system was 
understandably highly unpopular with the Ghanaian population as it saw health related 
expenses rise significantly. Maxwell et al. (2000) calculated that for their research 
population in Accra health expenses came to an average of 4,5% of all household 
expenses (Maxwell et al. 2000:54-57). The NHIS scheme of the current government is 
meant to ensure that nearly all medical expenses and treatment are covered by a 
government health insurance thus removing economic barriers for people to seek health 
care when necessary (IRINnews 2004). A strong reduction in health care expenses, 
through the introduction of NHIS, may also enable people to save and more ably meet 
other upkeep expenses.  
 
Without doubt it can also be argued that the introduction of this scheme will influence 
relationships at a local, national and transnational level, as is indeed evidenced in national 
debate on its role. The general consequence seems to be an overall health improvement 
throughout Ghana as the scheme sets in place a more secure support mechanism than was 
provided by informal social security arrangements upon which most Ghanaians had relied 
before. On the other hand it is also argued that future requests placed by rural and urban 
poor with network members in urban and foreign locations to financially support them 
with health needs will no longer be heeded once the NHIS scheme is introduced. 
Especially opportunities to practise chopping, whereby a part of the remittances received 
from migrants to support certain health expenses are used for other needs, will become 
limited. Indeed, beyond the bright future of health care effectuated by the NHIS scheme 
Hanson (2005) argues that the current neo-liberal economic climate of Ghana is 
increasing social inequality and social exclusion, whereby vulnerability to socio-
economic shocks has increased for individuals in Ghana while possibilities to limit their 
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vulnerability are confined. This holds especially for the rural population, the urban poor 
and the (socially) unconnected. 
 
The practise of chopping constitutes only one element to transnational exchanges 
between actors in Accra and migrants abroad. What other influences do transnational ties 
have on local economic and social behaviour of actors in Ghana, and Accra in particular, 
as related to social security mechanisms? And do such transnational relationships 
fundamentally differ from relationships between urban migrants and rural ties in Ghana 
in the 1960s, as described by Caldwell (1969)?  
 
One major change producing new social and economic processes concerns the rise of the 
urban region in Ghana as an intermediate geographical-social node between migrants 
abroad and ties of these migrants in their rural region of origin. Urban actors in Accra 
sometimes play instrumental roles in managing and sustaining this relationship between 
migrants and their families in the rural region. Particularly with moments of crisis such as 
funerals the supportive role of urban relations for migrants emerges (c.f. Mazzucato et al. 
2004). The ties migrants are able to maintain with urban relations may also enable 
migrants to engage in economic activities in urban areas without the knowledge of, or 
interference by, rural relations.  
 
Yet why would Accra based actors, as ties of migrants, be willing or interested to 
perform such activities on behalf of migrants? While Accra respondents are reluctant to 
stake firm claims that activities they conduct on behalf of migrants produce returns to 
them at a later stage, reciprocity to Accra relations by migrants does take place. Hereby 
the instance and the kind of return to investments made may vary widely. These may vary 
from direct returns of an equal monetary value and related to a same economic domain to 
reciprocity that takes the shape of a ‘return’ that concerns a different economic theme and 
may be of a different value, e.g. financial support with education. The introduction to this 
paper already pointed out the importance of such reciprocity. For other urban respondents 
who are less, or not, engaged in urban activities of migrants, no direct claim for support 
from the migrant can be staked. If a request is placed it will relate to a past, common 
history, especially when the urban respondent had supported the migrant in some way or 
another. Alternatively (matrilineal) kinship ties to migrants are used in requests with 
migrants to ‘try’ to give some support.   
 
Shifting attention away from the (meaning of) transnational ties to the perceptions of 
respondents themselves as regards social security is also meaningful as discontinuities in 
institutional arrangements and affiliations are seen to arise, especially with those who 
perceive themselves as ‘educated’ and ‘enlightened’. Such respondents shift the attention 
and organisation of their lives away from what they call ‘traditional’; institutions like 
those if the matrilineal extended family, the hometown to be able to join the ‘modern’, 
‘western’ and ‘enlightened’ world. This is expressed in the investments they make: the 
education of their children, an urban house that accommodates a nuclear and not also the 
extended family, and participation in various formal insurances securing their health, 
education and old age needs.  
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Some authors argue that particular forms of Christianity, notably Pentecostalism have 
induced and instituted such shifts, especially in urban parts of Ghana (van Dijk 2002, de 
Witte 2003, Meyer 1998). While I do not contest this finding I would like to add that the 
continual exposure to global trends and related opportunities, to western lifestyles as 
these are presented on television, through the internet or some other information channel, 
will have hastened the desire of urban actors to become ‘world citizens’, if necessary 
achieved at some expense to the extended family. 
 
The formal-informal nexus for social security 
Differentiating amongst the range of social security mechanisms available to respondents 
in Accra is important. A first difference concerns the degree of formalisation. On the 
formal side are various state and private insurances (providing health or life insurance, or 
welfare insurance schemes through the employer). Less formalized, although still 
explicit, security arrangements exist in the form of church welfare schemes, Susu saving 
club insurance mechanisms, amongst others. Finally, there are also various informal, 
implicit social security arrangements that usually relate directly to social networks of 
respondents. With these informal arrangements very little formalisation and explication 
may exist of conditions under which respondents give or receive support to members of 
their network although institutions in which these arrangements are embedded may 
provide some guidance. Conditions affecting the success of informal arrangements relate 
to the location other network members (influencing the scope for communication of 
needs and the availability of information to confirm the legitimacy of requests), the 
history of transactions (whereby the terms under which return requests may be expected 
in order to achieve reciprocity are also reviewed) and what effect the value of the support 
required has on the long term commitment and relation with the other. A second 
difference concerns the access of urban residents of Accra to social security mechanisms. 
For some access to formal mechanisms is possible because of the work they conduct, for 
others even access to certain informal arrangements may, at some points, become 
difficult due to sustained economic hardship. 
 
Typically literature focuses on the shift from rural to urban locality as being related to 
changes in social networks from a fairly homogenous composition in terms of income, 
location and kinship of social network members to one that is more heterogeneous, 
including professional, new institutional, non-kin ties amongst others (Berry 1997, Clark 
1999). This change, it is suggested, can also affect how people maintain relationships 
with their hometown as they balance between a desire to achieve certain levels of 
personal welfare, a ‘western’ lifestyle and prestige in the city versus the need and desire 
to gain the respect of hometown relations (kin and non-kin), amongst others by trying to 
meet their needs and desires with own resources, maintaining these ties to enable a return 
to the hometown, either at an unplanned early, or anticipated later, point in life. Anders 
(2005) aptly shows the precariousness of this balancing act amongst urban-based civil 
servants in Malawi. On the other hand Owuor (2004) emphasizes how urban dwellers 
invest in their rural ties to ensure their own survival and/or be able to maintain an urban 
livelihoods at critical moments. Obviously the economic situation of the urban actor 
much influences the choice for formal and/or informal social security and the role of 
relationships with others in this. Nonetheless what holds for the work of Owuor and of 
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Anders is that a change in location, especially a shift from rural to urban, often also 
enables a shift in the institutions which provide actors with the necessary social security, 
away from local, kin based networks and towards formal, state and private insurance 
arrangements. 
 
Van Ginneken explains that the fundamental reason why both formal and informal 
economy workers choose not to seek so-called ‘statutory social security coverage’ (i.e. 
formal insurances) is that these insurances, in their view, do not adequately cover what 
they regard as most immediate interests given the confinements of their income. Largely 
due to the impact of measures of the structural adjustment programme, which either 
terminated or much reduced free access to (primary) education and health care, these 
have become more immediate needs for which to first make provisions. Finally, 
insurance concerning pension benefits should, in the first place, focus on measures of 
protection against death and disability rather than taking these as starting points for 
coverage provision. (van Ginneken 2003:9).  
 
Both van Ginneken and Osei-Akoto draw the conclusion that what has arisen is a 
situation where the so-called ‘poorest of the poor’, comprising both the rural and urban 
poor5, are not only excluded from (formal) insurance schemes but often also excluded 
from informal risk-sharing arrangements, when they are the ones who are subject to the 
highest levels of risk. Osei-Akoto relates this to a number of factors. First he points out 
that the poorest of the poor generally have a low level of education which results in a 
restraint to seek support through social security mechanisms, whether formal or informal 
(with the possible exception of the church in which members often derive from various 
social strata). Furthermore formal insurance providers and leaders of informal social 
security schemes share a preference for low risk, high income members rather than high-
risk low-income members and may thus actively dissuade the latter from joining their 
schemes especially if a number are already accepted as participants. (van Ginneken 2003, 
Osei-Akoto 2003). Leliveld adds one further factor: the choice of the urban elite for 
formal insurance arrangements, for whatever reasons, implies that the need to resort to 
their social network (especially their kin) to provide them with support at times of crisis, 
is strongly reduced. This may be a strong disincentive for them to (continue to) 
participate in informal social security mechanisms with kin or others, hastening processes 
of social exclusion, fragmentation and stigmatisation (Leliveld 2004). 
 
Table 1 provides an indication of the range of formal and informal social security 
mechanisms to which urban actors of Accra could relate. Where these mechanisms 
seemed more particular to Ghana I have provided a brief explanation of their main 
purposes. Whilst this table makes a distinction between formal and informal social 
security mechanisms, following the prior discussion, this should not be taken to mean 
that such a strong distinction always exists between formal and informal measures. For 
this table the main criteria with which measures were allocated to either category related 
to the degree with which a social security arrangement was formalized (e.g. registered 

                                                 
5 Especially those operating in the urban informal economy often strongly depend on a single source of 
income generation, which makes them vulnerable to shocks (Arhin-Tenkorang 2001, Ashong & Rider 
Smith 2001). 
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insurance companies) or not (e.g. network derived support). Some forms of social 
security do not always fall into one or the other category. The case of welfare funds of 
churches is a case to the point. Although many churches in Ghana maintain verifiable 
accounts of their coffers and funds other churches may run their finances in a less open 
and formal manner. Yet both kinds of churches are certain to offer similar kinds of 
welfare schemes to their members. 
 
Table 1: formal and informal social security arrangements 

Formal social 
security 
 

• Private health and pension insurance schemes 
• Life insurance/assurance 
• Church welfare scheme (provides financial coverage for funeral expenses of 

direct family members, also appropriated for some health expenses) 
• Business and other occupational and leisure associations/unions (saving 

schemes that often provide some crisis coverage/support) 
Informal social 
security 
 

• Calamity funds (family organized coverage of family member crises, 
especially funerals) 

• ‘Out of pocket’ self-coverage (own savings appropriated for unexpected 
expenses for own benefit or those of others. Such expenses are often health 
related but may also concern other unforeseen expenses, e.g. education) 

• ‘Out of pocket’ network coverage (network derived financial support for 
unforeseen expenses relating to various kinds of crises of respondents) 

source: own fieldwork data 2002-04 
 
Inter-linkages between economic themes 
Does Accra, with its location on the crossroads of global and local interactions, enable 
changes or redirections in how social security is understood and organised, and what 
institutions relate to this? What specific role is played by membership of transnational 
networks? These ties of respondents in Accra with migrants (whether kin or non-kin) are 
particularly interesting as they also provide an opportunity to migrants to further their 
interests and play out any obligations/roles they may have in Ghana through the 
respondents in Accra. Thus Accra respondents may play important representational and 
informant roles for migrants at occasions like funerals and other crises. In turn Accra 
respondents may seek to derive support from migrants in reciprocity for services 
conducted, and as an expression of gratefulness.  
 
Understanding variations in reciprocity is of importance as these can differ along the 
dimensions of time and location but may also be different in the purpose and value 
attributed to them by the parties involved. Thus a reciprocal action may be immediate or 
delayed, can be returned directly to the original giver or be returned in an indirect 
manner, may concern a same economic domain or a different one. A transnational 
example is that of childcare by caretakers in Accra for children of migrants6. Hereby the 
Accra relation clearly provides a service to the migrant by taking responsibility for their 
children. This, while not directly related to social security, does provide agency, a room 
for manoeuvre, for the Accra respondents to seek social security with the migrant at times 
                                                 
6 Generally migrants have a clear preference for urban locations for their children while they continue to 
live and work abroad. Not only are these the predominant locations of private schools, perceived to provide 
the best education in Ghana, the urban context also immerses their children in global developments while, 
at the same time, they also encounter and acquire more traditional Ghanaian norms and values.    
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of crisis. The recipient in Accra may thereby contest that support received from the 
migrant to some degree is, in any way, a form of reciprocity for services provided. This 
assures future dependence on the migrant whilst childcare continues to be provided.  
 
Other examples that demonstrate that transnational flows can be both multi-directional 
and initiate indirect forms of reciprocity relate to sponsorship of family members to go 
abroad and the rise of family calamity funds (for instance see Ferrara 2003). In the first 
situation an urban actor, especially those who are relatively prosperous, may decide to 
‘sponsor’ a family member to go abroad to secure a steady, healthy income. Hereby, it is 
hoped, the diversity and security of income sources and thus also means for support to the 
extended family is improved. At the same time this sponsorship of a family member, 
especially in situations where the family is notified of the support provided, can also 
reduce financial obligations of the urban actor towards the family when the sponsorship 
is recognized as an act whereby the actor has ‘done well’ for the family and the brunt of 
support to the extended family should fall on others, including the sponsored migrant. 
The rise of calamity funds as a recent phenomenon provides a second situation that may 
be described as a ‘reversed’ transnational flow in terms of the obligations it ensues. In 
brief calamity funds operate at the extended family level and are intended to secure 
financial means with which to deal with family crises when these occur. Contributions to 
the fund are in proportion to the geographic location of adult family members as this is 
purported to indicate differences in welfare. Rural members thus pay lowest contributions 
and migrants the highest. The rise of calamity funds, informants explained, are a signal 
towards migrants that their support is received with rising consideration and 
understanding of the economic means they have. It is also intended to stem the stream of 
requests for financial support from their family, instead acknowledging and regulating the 
supportive financial role of migrants to their family.  
 
  
Section 3: Empirical Findings 
 
General Introduction 
What are major crises for urban actors located in transnational networks? What social 
security mechanisms exist that respondents in Accra can employ in the event of crisis and 
how are these established, maintained and used? What are the roles of the social network 
of a respondent (especially where these involve transnational ties) and of particular 
economic institutions? These questions raise important issues that cannot be fully 
answered with the quantitative data collected in this research, which concerned one full 
year, as crises may not have taken place in this period. It is then difficult to ascertain how 
people manage, cope with and mitigate crises (Dekker 2004). Thus, to provide a more 
longitudinal time dimension to the quantitative data, I also collected qualitative data that 
focused on crisis moments in the lives of respondents as these pertained to various 
economic themes. 
 
Moments of crisis can take many forms. Firstly, they relate to both foreseen and 
unforeseen events that take place in the personal lives of respondents. Secondly, they can 
also have various kinds of effects, such as emotional, social and economic effects. In this 
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research the focus is on the last two categories, as these are most apt to understanding any 
transnational dynamisms at play at moments of crisis. Thirdly, the impact (especially in 
economic terms) may vary from being highly indirect to direct. It can be indirect as in the 
case with idiosyncratic events to which a respondent is tied through his/her relations. In 
the situation that there is a direct impact of the crisis on the actor the scope of the impact 
may still vary. This variation not only applies to the degree of covariance of a crisis but 
also to what extent it influences the sustainability of an actor’s livelihood. I return to the 
point I made earlier on indicating that covariance can also take place at a network level 
(as a spatial entity) and is not necessarily tied to one geographical location of whatever 
size. Network embedding may thus play a vital role in the ex-ante and ex-post social 
security strategies of Accra respondents.   
 
While crises are generally accepted by social scientists as interesting occasions to 
conduct research on how an actor deals with difficult moments in his/her life, these crises 
(and their analyses) may say little about how livelihoods are sustained on a daily basis. 
Yet the processes involved with daily livelihoods are equally part of the lives of people 
and, in the case of this research, can relate to important transnational exchanges. For 
example transnational relationships may occur in instances where respondents in Accra 
spend substantial amounts of time (and other resources) on activities that primarily 
benefit the migrant. This is the case with the supervision of the construction of a 
migrant’s house, or in instances where respondents took care of the children of migrants. 
I would also like to argue that transactions relating to daily livelihood support are often 
interrelated with those concerning crises; daily transactions and other exchanges may be 
able to sustain relationships, thereby expanding the social capital of respondents with 
members of their social networks, on which to rely in times of crises. Hoogeveen (2001) 
finds evidence for this in his research on risk and insurance in Zimbabwe. Hoogeveen 
refers to this as “the simultaneous fixing of transactions between two parties over several 
markets, with the terms of one transaction contingent on the terms of another.” (2001:26) 
 
How do respondents deal with crises? A number of issues rise when attempting to answer 
this question. First, bias may be expected to exist by gender for transactions related to 
some economic themes. Beforehand differences were expected in the frequency and 
value of transactions between male and female respondents, women being more likely 
recipients of upkeep related transactions and men expected to relate more strongly to 
investment oriented transactions (business, housing and education). Yet little evidence in 
the data could be found to directly support this argument. In the transaction data there is a 
slight bias between men and women in terms of men being more involved in housing and 
business investments yet this cannot be taken to mean that women are not involved in 
transactions relating to such activities, to the contrary. This finding is especially 
interesting for housing investments, as it indicates a shift in the housing sector, away 
from being male dominated. Bortei-Doku (1990) calculated that the proportion of women 
in the construction sector rose from 1% in 1960 to 6% in 1984 and this research might 
suggest a further rise due to transnational influences (Bortei-Doku 1990:65, in: Baden et 
al. 1994). The question here is whether this rise derives from a migrant need to, in the 
first place, secure the support of an Accra tie who is trustworthy and reliable, rather than 
experienced in house building. 
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Table 2: Moments of crises during the period 2003-20047 
Crisis  Implications of crisis Involvement of respondents and their networks  
Education 
 

If, for financial reasons, completion of 
education fails then the opportunity of 
the family to diversify their income 
sources and reduce dependency is also 
reduced. 
 
 

During the field research various respondents played 
a role in financially supporting a friend or fellow 
church member with education. A few respondents 
also relied on migrant remittances to pay for their 
education or that of their children, while others had 
received support from migrants for own education 
or that of their children in the past. 
 
Support to others, an extended family member or a 
member in church, often takes place when the 
regular ‘sponsor’ (usually the father of the child) –
located abroad or in Ghana- fails to produce 
necessary funds to pay for educational and other 
fees of the child, often due to adverse income 
circumstances.  

Health/ 
Illness 
 

Health care expenses may lead to 
financial losses that may be difficult to 
overcome, especially when recovery is 
achieved with sale of assets meant for 
income opportunities.  
 
In the case of death of an ill person 
health treatment costs are transferred to 
the family. These costs may be included 
in calculations of total expenses of the 
funeral held for the deceased. 

Most respondents supported others in their social 
networks, especially ties based in rural and urban 
Ashanti Region. Some also supported semi- and 
non-network members such as church members and 
passers-by seeking their aid. 
 
Vice versa some financial support was received by 
respondents from their network members, especially 
from migrants, in dealing with any medical 
expenses in instances where respondents were not 
formally insured.  

Funerals 
 

With family member funerals, especially 
those in which respondents have an 
organizing role, the sudden nature of 
expenses can affect consumption levels 
of the respondent and his conjugal 
family, thereby also negatively 
impacting income opportunities.  
 
This financial situation may be sustained 
if costs made cannot be reimbursed at 
the closing of accounts of the funeral 
ceremony.  

About 75% of the respondents had a financial role in 
one or more funerals during the field research. Yet 
only a few noted incoming transactions (donations, 
support) showing that their role was primarily 
supportive. 
 
Funerals are occasions at which social ties at local, 
national and transnational level are reasserted. They 
are occasions at which public, recorded donations 
can be provided and are hereby recognized and 
explicit moments of reciprocity (esp. friends). For 
some funerals a so-called ‘profit’ may emerge from 
the accounted balance of expenses and donations.  

Source: own fieldwork data 2003-04 
 
 
Similar to the apparent involvement of women in housing construction is the involvement 
of men in upkeep. Whether this concerns local, regional or national social ties, male and 
female respondents provided (more than received) support to family members (direct and 
                                                 
7 The findings presented in Table 2 require a few cautionary remarks: Firstly, all respondents with formal 
health insurances were unlikely to receive support from others with health support. Secondly, the data 
concerned one year during which some respondents did not incur crises. Thirdly, in terms of age most 
respondents fall into the economically active age group. They are thereby less likely to rely on others to 
provide them with support in education, upkeep and health, in contrast to the young and old.  

Formatted

Formatted
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extended) and to friends. This upkeep role of women and men relates well to the findings 
of Abu (1983) on the Ashanti, who concludes that it is expected of men that they provide 
most of the ‘chop’ (food and upkeep) money to pay the education of their children, while 
the women can (or may need to) supplement money to what the men are able to provide 
(also see Clark 1999). While some respondents agreed that this division was still 
appropriate in their lives, other respondents, male and female, felt that they had long 
departed from such a financial division arrangement. These respondents were pooling 
their incomes and claimed to only have one wallet and one bank account as a couple, to 
which both partners had equal access. Respondents explained that these developments 
were the logical result of their being ‘modern’ and ‘enlightened’, attributable on the one 
hand to being in Accra but on the other hand also attributable to their incorporation of 
advise by their churches to give precedence to ties through marriage and the conjugal 
family over other relationships. 
 
The second issue concerns the management of resources as this relates to social security 
and perspectives of respondents to participate in formal and/or informal social security 
mechanisms that also give meaning to the role of relationships with others. Respondents 
seem to rely more strongly on formal than informal security measures to meet crises in 
health, funerals and secure an income when pensioned. Of the 39 respondents involved in 
this research 15 (38%) respondents had access to formal social security policies8 that 
covered the health expenses they and their conjugal families might incur. Respondents 
holding health insurances were all employees of a company or institute and their health 
insurance was usually ‘deducted at source’ i.e. taken from their gross income before pay-
out of salary. Participation in formal insurances increased with the level of income 
(correlation between (coded) income level and average participation in formal insurance 
was estimated at 0.69). Overall this formal insurance participation corroborates the 
finding that support (whether or not based on requests placed with network members) 
from others in personal health care by respondents is minimal.  
 
The third issue raised by the data regards the role of reciprocity, especially where 
transactions between a respondent and members of his/her social network concern 
different economic themes. When this is the case it demonstrates that especially informal 
institutions to which respondents relate to provide them with directive for their 
livelihood, are often not limited to one economic theme only. On the contrary, by 
embedding transactions in institutional contexts, forms of reciprocity can be strategically 
evoked to concern alternative themes. 
 
Methods 
Before presenting and discussing my empirical findings I will briefly explain what 
methods were used to collect the empirical data for this paper.  
 

                                                 
8 For a further three respondents formalized social security could not be ascertained from the transaction 
data although such membership would be expected given their employment positions. 
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During 2003 and 2004 I conducted fieldwork in Accra, Ghana’s capital city, and the 
adjacent harbour city of Tema9 with 39 respondents10. The purpose of this fieldwork was 
to understand the influence of transnational networks on economic activities pursued by 
respondents, both in greater Accra and elsewhere. This approach is integral to the general 
research strategy of the TransNet research programme of which this research is part, 
namely to examine the influence of transnational networks of Ghanaian migrants in 
Amsterdam on local economies through simultaneous research in the three locations of 
Amsterdam (the basis of migrants), rural Ashanti Region (region of origin of migrants) 
and Accra (an important nodal point in travel and other communication and financial 
flows, also a major location for migrant investments)11.  The respondents in Accra are 
members of the multi-sited transnational networks of migrants based in Amsterdam and 
were selected by way of matching, their names produced by a name-generator exercise 
with the migrants of the Amsterdam research.  
 
For each respondent a combination of field research methods was used, including: 
monthly transaction studies (capturing economic transactions of respondents and social 
ties involved with these), a name generator exercise (capturing the social networks of 
respondents) and semi-structured discussions (focussing on the role and meaning of 
social networks in various economic themes) and life histories (particularly relating to 
economic crises).  
 
Introduction to the typology 
As I argued in the introduction of this paper a typology analysis will form the basis for 
the presentation of empirical findings. This typology provides clearest insights into 
differences within the research population as this regards the influence of transnational 
relationships on social security. Amongst others this typology analysis will be able to 
differentiate respondents by their participation in formal social security mechanisms, and 
also illustrate the different roles migrants and Accra respondents play for each other with 
regard to the provision of social security. 
 
Table 3 provides an overview of main economic and social features of the three main 
types into which the total research population of 39 respondents has been divided. The 
table provides some first noticeable differences between the three types in terms of 
income earned, the proportion of network members based abroad and the size of social 
networks.  
 
 
 

                                                 
9 In this paper I will not distinguish between the two cities of Tema and Accra and their immediate 
surroundings and refer to the region as a whole as ‘Accra’. 
10 The original number of respondents was higher: three respondents could not be located, one respondent 
declined to participate. Two respondents also migrated to foreign destinations without giving notice of this 
but data on first months of transactions and discussions with these respondents are included in the analysis. 
11For further information see: http://www2.fmg.uva.nl/ghanatransnet/index.html 
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Table 3: Overview data of the three main typologies 
Type Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 
Total number of respondents 12 16 11 
Gender of respondents   7 male 

  5 female 
  7 male 
  7 female 

10 male 
  1 female 

Age distribution (std. deviation) 39     (15.7) 38     (13.1) 48    (5.6) 
Network density (NG) 0.56  (0.20) 0.45  (0.23) 0.50  (0.16) 
Network size for name generator (NG) (std. dev.) 14     (3.9) 15     (3.8) 18     (3.8) 
Network size NG + transaction data (TA) 16     (10.0) 24     (8.8) 26     (7.8) 
Network members in Accra (NG+TA) 57% (17.2%) 52% (15.8%) 40% (12.1%) 
Network members abroad (NG+TA)  34% (15.7%) 31% (12.8%) 40% (10.6%) 
Income (average per month)  31 € 61 € 436 € 
Formal insurance participation  0 % 44 % 64% 

Source: own fieldwork data 2003-04 
 
Social security and the three respondent types  
Type 1: The struggling informal economy operator, the caretaker & the pensioner  
This type concerns respondents who generally receive (and depend upon) support from 
migrants, especially at moments of crises, but also for upkeep requirements. Why these 
respondents rely so strongly on migrants relates especially to the life cycle stage they are 
in as well as their ability to gain financial support from their social network. In general 
these networks, especially with regard to the local Accra component, are limited in size 
and the economic potential that can be derived from it, with many of the local network 
members being in relatively similar economically vulnerable positions as the respondent. 
This means that (the potential for) local support is limited, especially when needs and 
crises faced require larger financial inputs. At the same time a social security outlook 
with a more central rural dimension is regarded as irrelevant (in instances where 
respondents have little to no ties to the hometown) or seen as a last resort only to 
safeguard one’s livelihood.  
 
For respondents who belong to this type social security is generally confined to non-state, 
informal social security arrangements. These arrangements may sometimes derive from 
associations or organizations with a wider purpose than to provide social security to their 
members such as the church or informal saving schemes (susus or business associations). 
The level of support these associations can provide, while certainly of value, is generally 
inadequate to meet the financial implications of crises such as funerals and/or may only 
be provided for some kinds of crises (e.g. funerals) and not for all (e.g. health treatment). 
Given the lack of alternatives to cope with crises of respondents belonging to this type 
the general dependence on migrants to provide the respondent with financial support to 
the respondent can be understood. 
 
Table 4 indicates findings for Type 1 with regard to transactions that concern the three 
themes of health, education and funerals. The table shows, for a period of one year (July 
2003 – June 2004) what transactions were ‘incoming’ to respondents and what were 
‘outgoing’, where transactions were sent to/received from (‘location’ combined with 
‘incoming’/ ‘outgoing’) and whether these transactions were used for own benefits or 
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those of a member of the social network (‘own’ versus ‘others’). Tables 5 and 6 below, 
that provide findings for the other two types, are set up in the same manner12.  
 
Table 4: Thematic data for Type 1 (period: July 2003-June 2004) 

 
 

Education transactions Funeral transactions 
(incl extd fam for ‘own’)

Health transactions 
 

Location Meant for Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming 
Accra Own € 155 € 6 € 0 € 194 € 23 
 Others € 2.499  € 152 € 1.067 € 58 
Ashanti Region Own    € 20    
 Others € 7  € 16    
Kumasi Own       
 Others € 76  € 12 € 17   
Ghana Other Own       
 Others € 145  € 27 € 72   
The Netherlands Own    € 93  € 302 
 Others   € 197    
Other countries Own   € 180    
 Others   € 83    
Total € 2.882 € 383 € 226 € 93 € 1.350 € 383 
Own total € 155 € 186 € 20 € 93 € 194 € 325 
Others total € 2.727 € 281 € 206 € 0 € 1.156 € 58 
Average own total € 13 € 15 € 2 € 8 € 16 € 27 
Average others total € 227 € 23 € 17 € 0 € 96 € 5 
source: own fieldwork data 2003-04 
 
From Table 4 it emerges that relative to the income earned by respondents who are part 
of this type expenditure on education and health of others is notable at almost 10% of 
total income earned. Most of the education transactions took place in Accra and 
concerned own children, grandchildren staying in the same homestead and children of 
migrants staying abroad for whom respondents were taking care (2 cases in this type). 
With regard to the latter the general arrangement was that the migrants refunded any 
expenses concerning the children but usually remittances sent would also be sufficient to 
allocate to other needs or the educational expenses of own children. Further incidental 
support was given to educational expenses of children of siblings and to other extended 
family members (maternal), if this was requested for. With regard to health it was 
interesting to note that these transactions predominantly concerned family members 
based in Accra. Other than the conjugal family they concerned siblings, parents and 
extended maternal family members. When compared to the findings for the other two 
typologies the absence of support in health to network members in the Ashanti Region 
(rural and urban), the region of origin for most respondents, can be observed. One young 
respondent received substantial financial support from a migrant friend based in 
Amsterdam in order to be able to continue treatment of her illness. Two other young 
respondents also received further one-off support from family members in order to enable 

                                                 
12 With regard to the interpretation of findings Mazzucato and Niemeijer conclude that general experience 
from surveys suggests that incoming rather than outgoing transactions are underreported (2000).  
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their recovery. An explanation can be found in the disparity in age of this type, with 2 
respondents being over 60 years old, while 5 respondents fall into the 20 to 30 age 
category. This latter group is still emerging as a source of economic support while the 
other two elder respondents have limited financial means and depend on migrant 
remittances and support from other members of their network to make ends meet.  
 
With regard to funeral transactions it also emerges that most outgoing transactions flow 
to network members who also reside in Accra. This finding contrasts with general 
literature on the role of funerals in Ghana, which asserts the dominance of rural 
hometowns as locations for funerals. Although the physical distance between Accra and 
Ashanti Region (about 270 kilometres, or a five hour bus ride) hampers possibilities to 
attend such occasions in the hometown, the findings from the data nonetheless remain 
remarkable given the general perception in Accra that attendance at funerals in the 
hometown, especially of family members, is important to gain respect with own family 
and others who derive from the same hometown. One reason for the relative importance 
of funerals attended in Accra relates to respondents attending the funerals of various 
kinds of ties in Accra: church members, neighbours, friends and close family of friends. 
This is, potentially, a much larger group than the extended family. At the same time such 
attendance, and donations provided at these occasions, do point to the importance of 
these ties over those directly linked to the hometown. 
 
Amongst the informal security mechanisms available those that emanate from religious 
institutions are considered to be important by respondents of Type 1. Hereby the church 
plays an economic role for its members beyond providing for their spiritual needs 
(Kunfaa 1999). Other than support provided by the informal network of church members 
most churches in Ghana have also instituted welfare associations. One respondent of this 
type explains why it is important to contribute to such a welfare association:  

“The welfare fund caters for church members who are sick, who may have had an unfortunate 
accident or a funeral in their close family. If the funeral is for a person who was a member of the 
church and he has paid his welfare then the church will also pay for the coffin of the person… At 
times, if the funeral is of a more rich person, the family may prefer the church to give a larger 
donation at the ceremony of around 400 000 and 500 000 Cedis [40 to 50 euro] rather than a 
coffin. For a poor person’s funeral if the family does opt for the coffin then the church donation to 
the funeral ceremony will be around 100 000 [about 10 euro].” 
 

If it is accepted that the value of a coffin is generally below 20 Euro then it emanates 
from this explanation that a dependence on the church to acquire a coffin implies that the 
total contribution of the church is lower than in cases where the family has been able 
acquire a coffin themselves while also meeting other expenses to ensure that the funeral 
is a ‘proper’ (i.e. worthy, respectable) occasion.  
 
Type 2: The junior white collar, the blue collar & the aspiring business (wo)man  
This type concerns respondents who seek to augment their basic income, derived from a 
regular, formal job or an economically steady micro business, with other income 
activities in order to be able to make further investments or meet crises, should these 
occur. Avenues for augmenting income usually relate to informal business opportunities 
and ensue from own financial savings coupled to small short-term loans from Accra 
based friends, investments by migrants, and sometimes also own spouse. Loans provided 
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by Accra relations are important as they often maintain business impetus by enabling 
restocking of supplies while awaiting payment from previous business dealings and/or to 
meet various direct small financial needs in health, education and upkeep expenses. The 
majority of the respondents of this type are also members of formal insurance 
arrangements (especially for health) and/or informal schemes (church welfare, ‘old boys’ 
and business associations).  
 
The role of migrants based abroad especially concerns their role in expanding income 
opportunities (business, sponsoring a respondent to also migrate) for respondents rather 
than providing support to meet livelihood needs. Respondents, especially those 
befriended with migrants, seek to encourage and inspire migrants to make one or two 
large investments with which a crucial improvement in urban income opportunities can 
be made by the respondent and possibly also the migrant. Often respondents seek the 
support of migrants in an indirect way, e.g. by sharing a vision with their migrant friend 
of an investment they perceive as economically worthy yet financially impossible during 
an international phone call they receive from the migrant. If the migrant chooses to invest 
in the respondent this may be in recognition of services the respondent had provided and 
the fact that the investment may also produce a profit for them. 
 
Respondents argue that their way of seeking involvement of migrants is also attributable 
to their economic situation and general welfare which, when compared to that of other 
relations (esp. family in the rural hometown) of migrants, is generally of a higher level. 
This relates well to a generally shared viewpoint by respondents that Ghanaians living in 
urban parts of Ghana are, or should have opportunities to be, economically better off than 
those located in remote, rural parts, whether this is reflects actual welfare differences or 
not. Thus urban Ghanaians are also seen to be less eligible to seek support from migrants 
as these migrants should, in the first place, support rural relations. For respondents of this 
type who work in the formal sector the provision of formal social security measures (for 
health, funeral costs and retirement) implies that the need for supplemental support from 
migrants is lower. 
 
Table 5 largely confirms the discussion of the preceding paragraphs. Few transactions are 
incoming for any of the three themes, with the exception of financial support received by 
one young female respondent from her father to complete her university education, and of 
some remittances received by another respondent from migrant friends to support him 
with health expenses of his ailing mother. Outgoing transactions, especially for health 
and educational needs, show the commitment of respondents to their social network in 
Ghana, especially those based in Accra. For education 92% of all transactions are 
provided to family members (especially own children, some based outside Accra). The 
remaining 8% goes into the support of education of friends (and friends’ children). For 
health similar findings are found: 90% of all transactions are provided in support of 
(extended) family members with the remaining 10% going into support of friends based 
in Accra and Kumasi. 
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Table 5: Thematic data for Type 2 (period: July 2003-June 2004) 
 Education transactions Funeral transactions 

(incl extd fam. for ‘own’)
Health transactions 

 
Location Meant for Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming 
Accra Own  € 225 € 3 € 360   
  Others € 1.990 € 92 € 1.833   
Ashanti Region Own   € 5    
  Others € 33 € 14 € 188   
Kumasi Own      
  Others € 456 € 41 € 267   
Ghana Other Own   € 10    
  Others € 1.025 € 191 € 30   
The Netherlands Own      
  Others    € 178 
Other countries Own      
  Others    € 59 
Total  € 3505 € 225 € 357 € 0 € 2.676 € 237 
Own total  € 0 € 225 € 18 € 0 € 359 € 0 
Others total  € 3505 € 0 € 339 € 0 € 2.317 € 237 
Average own total  € 0 € 14 € 1 € 0 € 22 € 0 
Average others total € 219 € 0 € 21 € 0 € 145 € 15 
source: own fieldwork data 2003-04 
 
Transactions for funerals have a much lower value. Nonetheless this may also relate to 
the fact that there were few funerals of direct family members in which respondents 
played an organizational and financial role. Had this been the case then the financial 
picture presented above might have looked a little different. As was already argued 
earlier on, migrants are perceived to be especially important in creating financial means 
with which to organize funerals for family members that are seen as worthy. On 
respondent, explaining the rising popularity of calamity funds, also brings forward this 
role of migrants: 

“In origin the calamity fund was organized in recognition of the fact that those abroad were too 
often called upon for any problem, to demand their financial support, when they might actually be 
out of a job or in other financial difficulties. Thus, to add to their financial support of such events 
the fund was created. Those in the village pay 2000 (women) or 5000 Cedis (men) per month [i.e. 
about 20 and 50 euro-cent], while the family in Kumasi pay more, those in Accra even more, and 
finally those abroad will add the most. If the money in the fund coffers is not enough to pay for 
certain expenses then an extra donation from those abroad is requested.” 

 
The above explanation points at an institutionalisation of the role of migrants and other 
family members as related to their physical location. On the one hand the rising 
popularity of this fund is a recognition of the need to introduce reforms in the way funeral 
expenses are insured against, as the general tendency at present is to rely heavily on 
migrant family members to bear the brunt of funeral expenses and/or any losses that may 
remain (after deduction of donations provided at the ceremony from expenses incurred). 
This may result in family relationship crises, with migrants choosing to become 
temporary or permanent dissidents who feel there is little option but to shy away from 
family obligations. Thus the calamity fund ensures that all family members contribute to 
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the fund whereby their location determines the height of their respective contributions. 
What remains is the expectation that in the event of a succession of family crises in a 
short time span, leading to a depletion of the fund, migrants can still be expected to 
provide some ‘topping up’. 
 
Type 3: The senior white-collar worker & the successful business (wo)man  
This type relates to respondents who usually occupy higher positions in the formal sector, 
or own one or more registered businesses. Hereby these respondents secure a regular, 
high income (by Ghanaian standards). These respondents seldom receive financial 
support from migrants or other members of their social networks except in the event of 
family funerals. At such occasions significant donations may be provided. However the 
level of donations provided is more indicative of the urge of the donating person to 
demonstrate the strength of his/her relationship with the respondent, possibly also 
coupled to the history of past donations and support reciprocated between the respondent 
and this other, than that it is an expression of the financial needs of the respondent.  
 
The majority of respondents belonging to this type have access to formal social security 
mechanisms (for health, pension, life insurances, funerals). Those respondents who do 
not adhere to formal social security mechanisms operate in the informal sector and 
maintain that in the event that they incur health expenses these can always be covered by 
the financial means they have at their disposal for such moments (‘out of pocket’). For 
such emergencies one of these respondents indicated he kept some foreign money in a 
hidden place.  
 
Respondents of this type do play important roles as providers of social security to family 
members, especially those relating most directly to them, but also to friends. Some 
respondents indicated that they have or are presently ‘sponsoring’ one or two family 
members in their education or migration. Such support is predominantly perceived by 
respondents as a way to reduce social pressure from their extended families. Not only 
does sponsoring a family member ensure that the basis for financial support to the family 
broadens, it is also a signal to the family that the respondent is already taking care of his 
extended family and that they cannot always pressure him/her to provide more. With such 
sponsoring acts respondents thus gain a certain amount of respect that gives them the 
agency with which to maintain a balance between their personal gains and the needs of 
the family. While Table 6 does not indicate any sponsorship of migrants, not surprising 
given that such sponsorship are seldom yearly occurrences, support in education, 
especially of network members based in Kumasi and Accra, can be seen to occur.   
 
Respondents of type 3 who hold formal health security policies spend between 7 and 15 
percent of their gross income on these policies. The level of payment depends on whether 
an employer financially supports the incentive, or whether the respondent is self-
employed, in which case both payments of employer and employee contributions is 
required. Such payment has an impact on the total expenditure of respondents. However 
also expenses incurred for funerals and education are at higher levels than those incurred 
by respondents of types 1 and 2. This seems to correspond to the higher level of income 
obtained by respondents of type 3.  
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Table 6: Thematic data for Type 3 (period: July 2003-June 2004) 
 Education transactions Funeral transactions 

(incl extd fam. for ‘own’)
Health transactions 

 
Location Meant for Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming Outgoing Incoming 
Accra Own  € 2.635 € 2 € 1.940 € 48 
  Others € 9.021 € 671 € 1.373   
Ashanti Region Own   € 55    
  Others € 61 € 326 € 70   
Kumasi Own  € 410    
  Others € 1.268 € 147 € 747   
Ghana Other Own  € 50    
  Others € 418 € 555 € 284 € 34   
The Netherlands Own  € 242 € 1.574   
  Others € 581   
Other countries Own   € 1.150    
  Others   € 545 € 97    
Total  € 11.349 € 1.100 € 4.620 € 1.450 € 5.739 € 48 
Own total  € 0 € 0 € 3.095 € 1.450 € 3.515 € 48 
Others total  € 11.349 € 1.100 € 1.525 € 0 € 2.225 € 0 
Average own total  € 0 € 0 € 281 € 132 € 104 € 4 
Average others total € 1032 € 100 € 139 € 0 € 146 € 0 
source: own fieldwork data 2003-04 
 
Table 6 also provides evidence of the supportive role that respondents play for members 
of their social networks in education. Yet most of the expenses derive from investments 
made in the tertiary and private education of own children. This level of investment also 
aptly reflects the income disparity between the wealthy urban class and poor(er) classes 
in rural and urban settings. At the same time respondents of type 3 also supported various 
expenses in education, health and with funerals of extended family members. Thus while 
the welfare disparity between respondents and members of their social networks may be 
evident, it cannot be easily contested as ‘unjust’ and in need of financial redress when 
these respondents do show their commitment to their extended families.  
 
 
Section 4: Conclusions 
 
The introduction of this paper discussed the local perception that livelihoods in Accra are 
a continual economic struggle to make ends meet, whereas migrants were perceived to 
have reached a much higher level of economic welfare. This public perception of 
differences in economic prospects, various respondents admitted, did not necessarily 
reflect actual differences in the economic situations of migrants and parts of Accra’s 
population; the latter are sometimes in a better situation, both in financial (and social) 
terms. Nonetheless respondents maintain that there is a difference between their 
economic situation and those of migrants as related to the limited economic potential of 
the economy of Accra versus the array of economic opportunities open to migrants in 
western countries. By proactively linking to migrants some respondents hoped to be able 
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to also tap into their resources to reduce the geographic confinements of their livelihoods. 
How do respondents adapt and strategize their use of institutions and relationships to 
achieve this?   
 
In the first place informal social security arrangements emphasize the symbiotic role of a 
locally biased social network with one or more transnational linkages, with which 
immediate and long-term social security can be achieved. Participation in various 
organisations and institutes, and the maintenance of ties with people in the 
neighbourhood, a practise maintained especially by respondents of types 1 and 2, ensures 
that a local network is established on which to rely for support in upkeep should there be 
a temporary loss of income. Transnational relationships, on the other hand, notably for 
poorest respondents (type 1) are highly depended upon for overcoming major crises in 
health, education and family funerals. 
 
In the second place, various respondents, notably type 2 friends to foreign-based 
migrants, invested considerable resources in conducting various activities in Accra 
(sometimes also elsewhere in Ghana) on behalf of migrants. This could concern housing 
projects and business investments of migrants but also concerns crises in the family of 
migrants in which respondents represented migrants in their absence. Some respondents 
saw almost immediate benefits from such investment when migrants started to remit 
money and goods to them. These remittances were meant for personal use by the 
respondent or intended for Accra investments of migrants (houses, businesses). 
Nonetheless, with regard to the latter transactions, some respondents indicated that a part 
of these might be deferred for own use (a practise referred to as ‘chopping’). Other 
respondents were careful not to practise such ‘chopping’ nor to place any requests or 
demands with migrants, rather awaiting a moment when the migrant would be most 
motivated to provide a major investment that would benefit them. This could range from 
the migrant sponsoring the respondent to migrate to a western country, to making a 
substantial investment in the business activities of the respondent, to buying a plot of 
residential land in Accra for the respondent to build a house on.  
 
Thirdly, the analysis of transaction data reveals that most transactions between 
respondents and members of their social networks were outgoing rather than incoming, 
even if underreporting of incoming transactions could be accounted for. For the three 
social security themes of education, health and funerals this pattern recurred. The urban 
bias in such support and the higher level of outgoing transactions, not only benefiting 
family but also friends, are all striking findings. They seem to point to changing priorities 
in affiliations within social networks. At the same time this trend does not imply that 
urban respondents have, or are abandoning their relationships with rural family, notably 
their extended families. However the number of rural counterparts they support may have 
reduced.  
 
How has the participation in formal insurances and the inclusion of friends as recipients 
of support with crises affected support given to the family, especially those based in the 
rural hometown from which respondents derive? Respondents are concerned with the 
their ability to find a balance between meeting the needs of the extended family while, at 
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the same time, realizing sufficient ‘room for manoeuvre’ to pursue livelihoods they desire 
for themselves, for which support to/from urban ties may be necessary. In an attempt to 
solve this social and economic dilemma less impoverished respondents have chosen to 
strategically sponsor one individual (or at best a few) in their extended families with  
education or migration to a foreign destination. This support, even when the family 
member refunds the costs, would give them credibility and respect whereby the pressure 
to also support other family members is (at least temporarily) reduced. Their investment 
in this family member will ensure that he/she becomes a useful economic asset in 
diverting and diversifying needs of the family. Indeed, this may also explain the 
relatively low level of support respondents gave to rural family members: in their view 
migrants need to be seen as the first and foremost ‘port of call’ for rural family to turn to 
at times of distress.   
 
Reciprocity from migrants (or others), in whom respondents invested resources, may also 
be forthcoming to respondents in Accra at times of crisis, even when transactions 
characterizing their relationship thus far concerned another economic theme, e.g. an 
investment in housing. Beyond feelings of friendship, respect and concern the support of 
the migrant can also be explained in terms of his/her dependence on the respondent to 
overcome the crisis incurred to continue with the investment benefiting the migrant.  
 
When examining the issues raised in the second section of this paper it emerges that 
various kinds of overlap exist: One overlap concerns the role of social networks, 
especially migrants but also others, in various types of activity of respondents. These 
activities may include social security themes and one or more investment activities. 
Respondents and their network members strategically effectuate such involvement of 
social ties in a cross-range of economic themes as a way with which to relate risk 
management and investment strategies to each other. These network ties may range from 
relating to certain informal institutions such as that of ‘the trusted friend’, to more formal 
institutions such as the church, the ‘old boys’ school network, or the extended family. 
Transactions between respondents and network members, especially migrants, may 
ultimately also benefit the extended family. This shows that new social ties that have an 
urban or transnational bias, do not necessarily lead to a discontinuity of rural ties and 
related traditional institutions (the extended family, affiliation to the hometown), but 
may, instead, redefine the roles these institutions play, also in the provision of informal 
social security.  
 
Overlap may also be found to exist in the coverage provided by various formal and 
informal social security arrangements to which respondents have access. The continued 
support of the more wealthy respondents to family members, friends and others in their 
social networks, regulated through various informal mechanisms, despite also having 
access to formal insurances and being relatively secure of their future livelihoods, shows 
that formal and informal social security measures are not separable in the livelihoods of 
urban respondents. While this finding could be linked to the limited utilization of formal 
social security measures in Ghana due, amongst others, to the changing political climate, 
this still does not explain why respondents with high levels of participation in formal 
social security measures. In any case it vindicates the need for research on policy 
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development regarding social security in Ghana to take both formal and informal 
arrangements that exist at present, as a starting point, and explore the interrelationships 
between these. Given the inter-linkages maintained through transnational networks 
between these rural, urban and foreign domains, such analysis should not be limited to 
urban Ghanaians but also focus on rural residents and on Ghanaians staying abroad. 
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