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The success of individuals in securing employment requires a significant search effort. This 
article presents an empirical analysis of the determinants of job search intensity among a 
cross-section of workers in Accra, Ghana. Based on a sample of 404 workers drawn from 
100 formal sector firms in Accra, we adopt the Poisson regression estimation technique 
to indicate that age, years of schooling, labour market experience, sex of household head, 
firm size and ethnic group significantly influence job search intensity. Measures to expose 
young job seekers to the world of work via internship and apprenticeship could accelerate 
their transition to employment.
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1.  Introduction

The transition to employment for many people in the labour market, 
particularly the youth, marks a seminal moment for the assumption of economic 
independence and other social aspirations. The importance of this phase of 
life has engendered economists to devote much attention in recent times to 
understanding the dynamics of the job search and of leaving unemployment. 
Job search is defined to include choice of search method(s) and intensity, type 
of firm to contact, optimal number of firms to contact before accepting an 
offer and a criterion for deciding on the definition of an acceptable offer (Blau 
and Robins, 1990).

Much of the discussion in the theoretical and empirical search literature, 
however, has focused on modelling the criterion for accepting an offer while 
treating the production of job offers as exogenous (Mortensen, 1986).1  

1 See also Barron and Mellow (1979), McCall (1970), Salop (1973) and Stigler (1961).
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This approach expunges ‘search’ from the job search and reduces it to a baro- 
meter for rejecting or accepting an offer. Naturally, it implies that jobs are readily 
available to all persons who are willing and able to work (full employment).2 
Consequently, the problem of discouraged workers and unemployment will 
not occur. Even if they materialise, it is due to the lag between decision making 
and accepting an offer rather than the penury of job offers. When juxtaposed 
against real-world events, it is abundantly obvious that this approach does not 
adequately characterise the transition process. Hence, describing these theories 
as job search theories constitutes a misnomer, since a ‘true’ job search theory 
must explain the way job offers are produced rather than take this for granted. 
As reiterated by Bradshaw (1973), ‘an appropriate theory for job seeking must 
provide for the use of various methods’.

Search theory suggests that the amount of effort an individual devotes to 
job hunting and the likelihood of receiving an offer are positively correlated 
(McCall, 1970). A higher search effort is anticipated to increase the seeker’s 
knowledge on unfilled job vacancies and in turn, raise the probability of exiting 
unemployment. Boheim and Taylor (2001), among others,3 provide empirical 
evidence to corroborate the claim that a higher search effort increases the 
probability of entering employment.4 Since search effort is non-homogeneous 
across job applicants, the spectrum of offers drawn by applicants is also likely 
to differ in terms of wages and other incentives.

It must be noted that the transition to employment is not without cost. 
Monetary and time costs are incurred by prospective job seekers while the 
expected wage and psychic utility from employment are the yield from the job 
search. Accordingly, the choice of search effort will depend on the perceived net 
return from searching. To the extent that search intensity has an effect on labour 
market outcomes (wage and employment), a careful analysis can provide useful 
insights concerning the allocative efficiency of the labour market. Furthermore, 
the choice of search intensity has been shown to depend on socio-economic 
factors (Rees and Gray, 1982) and this raises questions of discrimination.

Yet, the dearth of labour market data on African and other developing 
countries have generally consigned empirical and theoretical studies on search 
intensity to North American and European countries (see, for example, Boheim 

2 This is analogous to the much criticised classical assumption of full employment in an economy 
at any given time. 
3 Others include Blau and Robins (1990), Holzer (1988) and Nyarko (2012).
4 Although a higher search effort abates the risk of long-term unemployment, Nyarko (2012) 
shows that the prospect of leaving unemployment is only improved in the medium term (that is, 
after three months of job search). 
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and Taylor, 2001; Tasci, 2008).5 Although there are studies on unemployment in 
Ghana (Baah-Boateng, 2013; Boateng and Bekoe, 2002; Sackey and Osei, 2006), 
none addresses the issue of search intensity. Similarly, we have no knowledge of 
previous studies on any African country. This article therefore seeks to bridge this 
gap, stimulate discussion on the issue and serve as a blueprint for comparative 
analysis. The prime objective of the article is to examine the determinants of 
individual search intensity. Data for this study is sourced from a sample of 404 
workers drawn from 100 formal sector firms in Accra, Ghana. The rest of the 
article is organised as follows. Following this introductory section is a brief 
discussion of employment and unemployment in Ghana. Section 3 discusses the 
search model followed by a description of the data in Section 4. The estimation 
procedure is outlined in Section 5 with a discussion of the empirical results 
carried out in Section 6 followed by the conclusion in Section 7.

2.  The Ghanaian Labour Market

2.1  Employment in the Formal and Informal Sectors

Like most other developing countries, the classification of sector of employment 
into formal and informal in Ghana is distinctively unique. The distinction 
between the sectors lies in the mode of entry and exit, as well as in the mode of 
production. While the formal sector is structured in terms of both parameters, 
the latter is not. Most analysts describe the informal sector as a sector of 
non-capitalist activities with family ownership of the means of production 
and absence of hired wage labour, or as a sector dominated by unregulated, 
unlicensed and untaxed activities (Baah-Nuako, 1991).

Owing to the relative ease in entering and exiting the informal sector, it has 
been the major source of employment for the labour force. In Ghana, at least 86 
per cent of total employment in 2010 was in the informal sector and has been 
increasing since 2000 (Table 1). In the remaining 13.8 per cent employment 
in the formal sector, the public sector generally trails the private formal sector. 
Nonetheless, the two sub-sectors shrank in size with the proportion of public 
sector in total employment declining from 7.2 per cent to 6.4 per cent between 
2000 and 2010 and the private formal sector dropping from 8.9 per cent to 7.4 
per cent over the same period. Consequently, the formal sector declined from 

5 Others are Barron and Mellow (1979), Blau and Robins (1990), Bradshaw (1973), Eriksson et al. 
(2002), Jones (1989), Sabatier (2000), Schmitt and Wadsworth (1993), Smirnova (2003), Vesalainen 
and Vuori (1990), Wadsworth (1991) and Weber and Mahringer (2006).
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16.1 per cent to 13.8 per cent over the decade (Table 1). Despite the elastic nature 
of the informal sector, it cannot be trusted to provide sustainable and gainful 
employment. This stems from the fact that wages in the sector are unusually 
low and it has no form of insurance mechanisms such as pensions. More so, 
the pliability of the sector implies that wages are likely to deteriorate further in 
response to a rightward shift of the aggregate labour supply curve. As a result, 
most persons look to the formal sector for ‘decent’ and ‘stable’ employment.

Prior to Ghana’s economic reforms in 1983, the formal sector was an 
important source of employment for the working population. However, its 
significance in terms of share of employment ebbed following the economic 
reforms. Boateng and Ofori-Sarpong (2002) attributed the poor employment 
performance to retrenchment in the public sector, economic liberalisation, 
withdrawal of subsidies to non-performing, state-owned enterprises, liquidity 
constraints in industry resulting from the drastic depreciation of the cedi and 
the reduction in tariff protection of local industries.

Employment in the sector returned to the trajectory of growth as the worst 
of the economic turmoil came to an end. At an all-time low of 186,300 in 1991, 
employment in the formal sector increased to 900,300 in 2010, representing a 
383.3 per cent increase in employment over the period (Gockel and Vormawor, 
2004; SSNIT, 2011). Nonetheless, the sector’s growth is considered inadequate 
relative to growth in the labour force. On an annual basis, the sector is estimated 
to absorb 2 per cent of the 250,000 persons who enter the labour market (Boateng 

Table 1  Employment and Unemployment in Ghana, 2000–10 (%)

Employment/Unemployment 2000** 2003* 2006*** 2010**

Formal Sector Employment
Public
Private
Informal Sector Employment

16.1
7.2
8.9

83.8

14.3
7.6
6.7

85.7

14.5
5.7
7.0

85.5

13.8
6.4
7.4

86.2

Total Unemployment
Urban
Rural
Male
Female
Youth (15–24)

10.4
12.8

8.6
10.1
10.7
16.7

7.3
10.7

4.8
6.9
7.7

16.3

3.1
6.2
1.3
3.2
3.0
6.6

5.8
8.0
3.5
5.4
6.3

12.9

Source:  Computed and constructed from census and household survey data: * is sourced 
from 2003 Core Welfare Indicators Questionnaires; ** from the Population & Housing 
Census; and *** is from the Fifth Round of the Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSSV).
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and Ofori-Sarpong, 2002). The dichotomy between demand and supply of 
labour can be traced to the high degree of unionisation in the sector. Worker’s 
association tends to impede wages from adjusting to equilibrate the labour 
market and, therefore, exert upward pressure on the rate of unemployment.

2.2  Unemployment in Ghana

A person is said to be unemployed if he/she has attained the minimum legal age 
of 15 years and is without work, but is currently available and actively searching 
for employment (see Baah-Boateng, 2013). Unemployment is measured by 
the proportion of the labour force that is unemployed. In Ghana, the rate of 
unemployment dropped from 10.4 per cent to 5.8 per cent between 2000 and 
2010 (Table 1), on account of the faster growth of employment relative to the 
expansion of the labour force. Total employment increased from 7.43 million 
in 2000 to 10.24 million in 2010, representing a 3.27 per cent average annual 
growth compared with a 2.75 per cent average annual expansion of the labour 
force from 8.29 million to 10.88 million over the same period. In effect, the 
number of unemployed people declined from 0.86 million to 0.63 million. 
The unemployment rate in the country, which was lower than the Sub-Saharan 
Africa average at 8.2 per cent in 2010, is largely linked to high informality 
(Baah-Boateng, 2012).

Unemployment is mainly an urban phenomenon in Ghana to the extent 
that the unemployment rate was more than twice and almost five times higher  
in the urban areas than in the rural areas in 2010 and 2006, respectively. Within 
the urban areas, Accra’s unemployment rate of 8.9 per cent exceeded the total 
urban unemployment rate of 6.2 per cent, as well as the national average of  
3.1 per cent in 2006. The high incidence of unemployment in the nation’s capital 
is mainly due to the influx of internal migrants. Urban areas, especially Accra, are 
wrongly perceived as teeming with employment opportunities by young people 
residing in rural areas and are therefore encouraged to relocate. Unemploy- 
ment is also found to be a more challenging phenomenon for females than for 
males. As reported in Table 1, except in 2006 when a marginally higher unem-
ployment rate was reported for males than females, the reverse was the case in 
other years. This suggests a bigger challenge of joblessness for females than males.

Young persons aged 15–24 years suffer disproportionately from unemploy-
ment compared to any other age group. The high incidence of youth unem-
ployment is due to the rapid population growth rate. The annual population 
growth rate of 2.7 per cent ups the labour force growth rate and consequently 
dims employment prospects for the relatively inexperienced young person. In 
2010, the rate of unemployment among the youth was 12.9 per cent compared  
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with the rate of 5.8 per cent of the entire labour force. Indeed, the youth unem-
ployment rate has remained at more than twice the overall rate since 2000 
(Table 1). Generally, the incidence of unemployment declines with age; since 
age is correlated with experience, this suggests that labour market experience 
improves the prospect of escaping unemployment.

A disturbing feature of unemployment in Ghana is that the incidence 
of unemployment increases with years of education. Baah-Boateng (2012) 
estimated the highest unemployment rate among those with secondary 
education followed by tertiary graduates, while those with no education have 
the lowest unemployment rate. The education system is structured to prepare 
students for work in the formal sector but the slow growth and shrinkage of the 
sector constrains the labour absorption capacity of that sector. Therefore, the 
incidence of unemployment among highly educated persons has increased in 
recent times. Relative to the 1960s and 1970s, where tertiary graduates had easy 
access to employment, recent graduates find it difficult to enter employment. 
Boateng and Ofori-Sarpong (2002) reported that for each new secondary or 
tertiary educated person that entered the labour market in the 1970s, there were 
33 per cent more jobs. This suggests the rate of ‘educated’ unemployment was 
negligible. However, from the 1990s, employment prospect for tertiary graduates 
deteriorated sharply and even culminated in the formation of the Unemployed 
Graduate Association of Ghana (UGAG) in 2011.

In the absence of unemployment income and an accessible credit market, a 
protracted period of unemployment diminishes the returns to education and 
inspires a decline in consumption. As a result, most educated, unemployed 
persons tend to take up a job, below their productive potential. Whereas the 
slow growth of employment vis-à-vis economic growth is usually cited as the 
main cause of long-term unemployment, search theory postulates that higher 
search intensity abates the risk of long-term unemployment. Hence, investigating 
the determinants of search intensity will help us find a panacea to the problem 
of unemployment.

3.  The Search Model

Consider a representative economic agent who derives utility from being 
either employed or unemployed. Assume that in each period, the unemployed 
individual searches for a job in the formal labour market. The search process 
is not a uniform activity and the effort invested in it depends on the seeker’s 
subjective valuation of the marginal return and costs associated with it. In any 
given period, the search may result in the production and acceptance of a job 
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offer. The psychic happiness and expected wage from being employed enhances 
the future utility of the unemployed on receiving an acceptable offer. However, if 
the search fails to produce a job in the current period, the individual continues 
searching until he/she finds an acceptable job.

However, the credit market is assumed to be inaccessible to the unemployed 
and the individual must therefore finance the cost of searching out of his/her 
pocket. The monetary and time costs incurred reduces the non-labour income 
and leisure time at the disposal of the unemployed. Hence, these expenditures 
reduce the unemployed person’s current period utility and because of the 
binding liquidity constraint, the unemployed-search has a finite duration 
(Mortensen, 1986). The representative individual must therefore choose a search 
intensity which maximises the returns from search.

Following Holzer (1988), the utility maximisation problem is formally  
stated as:
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r is the job offer probability; F(w) is the wage offer distribution; and c(w) is 
the utility function for work in the next period.

The first, second and third terms on the right hand side of Equation (1) show 
utility in the current period, utility derived from work and unemployment in 
the next period, respectively. Solving the utility maximisation problem yields 
the following first-order conditions which determine the choice of search effort:
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Equation (2) denotes that utility from employment must equal the expected 
utility of being unemployed in the next period and Equation (3) shows that each 
search effort is chosen such that the marginal cost equals the marginal benefit. 
Following Equations (2) and (3), the duration of producing an acceptable 
job offer is then the realisation of a stochastic process which can generally be 
stated as:
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Equation (4) means that the probability of escaping unemployment in any 
given period depends on the job offer rate, search effort and reservation wage.

4.  Source of Data

No labour force surveys have been conducted in Ghana perhaps due to the lack 
of commitment on the part of policy makers or due to budgetary constraints. 
As a result, it is extremely difficult to observe search behaviour of either the 
employed or unemployed. Generating a retrospective database from identifiable 
currently employed workers will therefore suffice in our quest to examine the 
search behaviour of job seekers. The obvious implication of this approach is 
that unemployed workers are treated as unobserved samples and are excluded 
from the analysis. Even though this limits the scope of the analysis, it permits 
us to gain useful insight about the job hunt process. This article therefore uses 
data obtained from a sample of formal sector workers in Accra who secured 
their first employment within the period 2005–12.

The data was collected through a two-stage sample design. First, a register of 
4694 formal sector firms was compiled from employer-based associations such 
as Association of Ghana Industries (AGI), Ghana Club 100, Ghana Investment 
Promotion Centre (GIPC), Ghana Chamber of Commerce, Ghana Chamber of 
Mines, Public Services Commission (PSC), the National Board for Small-Scale 
Industries (NBSSI) and the State Enterprises Commission (SEC). Subsequently, 
the firms were classified into industry using the International Standard Industrial 
Classification (Revision 4) and 100 firms were randomly selected from the 
classified list. In selecting the 100 firms, care was taken to ensure that each 
industry was represented. Second, a questionnaire was randomly administered 
to five workers in the selected 100 firms. A total of 421 completed questionnaires 
were retrieved after the survey and after accounting for missing information, 
the number of useful observations was reduced to 404.

The standard classification of search methods into formal and informal 
was followed in this study (Rees and Gray, 1982; Try, 2005). Formal methods 
include direct applications, responding to job advertisements in the media, 
national service, and through a private employment agency. Informal 
methods cover friends and/or family networks, directly checking factories 
or worksites for vacancies and starting a business. A residual group which 
covers internships and school placement centres is also included as part of 
the methods. On average, each respondent in the sample used at least two 
methods in the search process. This observation contrasts the average of three 
reported by Gregg and Wadsworth (1996) in Britain and Holzer (1988) in the 
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US, but is identical to the average of two reported in Portugal by Addison and  
Portugal (2001).

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of respondents. The total number 
of people interviewed was 404 with men accounting for about 57 per cent of 
the sample. The mean number of search methods is 2.1 (SD = 1.4) thus, on 
average, prospective job seekers employ two search methods. With regard to 
age, the mean age of all respondents is 23.4 years (SD = 2.9) indicating that 
the respondents are relatively young. In fact, the youngest respondent was  
15 years while the oldest was 39 years. The mean years of schooling was  
14.5 years (SD = 2.7), an indication that on average respondents had tertiary 
education, predominantly a Bachelors and/or a Diploma, as it takes an average 
of 17 years of schooling to earn a Master’s degree or higher in the Ghanaian 
educational system. Slightly more than 50 per cent of the respondents were of  
the Akan tribe, while approximately 14 per cent and 18 per cent were of the 
Ga and Ewe tribes, respectively, with just about 18 per cent of the respondents 
belonging to other tribes. Table 2 further reveals that most of the respondents 
(75 per cent) had received financial or material support from relatives or 
friends while searching for employment. Furthermore, there were more 
respondents from female-headed households (69 per cent) compared to their 
males counterparts. The data also shows that most of the respondents sought 
employment from large firms (60 per cent) than from small- and medium-sized 
firms (40 per cent).

Table 2  Key Summary Statistics of Respondents

Variable
Number of 

Observations Mean
Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum

Number of methods 404 2.138 1.419 1 8
Age 404 23.396 2.969 15 39
Years of schooling 404 14.492 2.685 0 19
Male 404 0.571 0.495 0 1
Experience 404 0.373 0.484 0 1
Receipt of support 404 0.745 0.436 0 1
Male-headed 
household

404 0.309 0.462 0 1

Akan 404 0.512 0.500 0 1
Ga 404 0.136 0.343 0 1
Ewe 404 0.175 0.381 0 1
Small firm 404 0.161 0.368 0 1
Medium firm 404 0.260 0.439 0 1

Source: Constructed from the survey data. 
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Table 3 is a summary of the frequency of different methods used by respon-
dents in the search process during job seeking. The most single frequently 
used method was consulting friends or family relatives, which accounted for  
22 per cent, followed by direct application with 12 per cent. In effect, the use of 
a single search method constituted 47 per cent of all the search methods while 
the use of all the eight search methods was less than 1 per cent. The use of two 
to five different combinations of search methods accounted for 52.5 per cent.

The search methods used by job seekers and outcomes are reported in  
Table 4. A 47 per cent success rate in terms of job offers was recorded. The search 
method with the highest success of job offers was job enquiry through friends 
or family. Job applications, the second most frequent search method yielded 
50 per cent job offers, while 30.4 per cent of those who used advertisement 
obtained a job offer. At least 56 per cent of those who used National Service 
as a job search platform received job offers, while the factory visit approach 
yielded a 28 per cent success rate. The use of a private employment agency as 
a means for obtaining a job yielded a 16 per cent success rate while 3 out of  
5 people (or 60 per cent) who used other search methods secured job offers. In 
all, the search method with the least success of a job offer was the ‘starting own 
business’ approach with only a 7 per cent success rate.

Table 3  Search Method (s) Frequently Used by Job Seekers

Search Method (per cent)

Friends/family 21.8
Direct application 11.6
National Service 5.7
Advertisements 5.2
Checked factories or worksites 3.0
Friends/family, advertisements, direct application, national service 5.0
Friends/family, direct application 4.7
Friends/family, advertisements, direct application 4.2
Friends/family, advertisements 2.5
Friends/family, direct application, advertisements, national service, 
private employment agency

2.5

Friends/family, advertisements, direct application, private employment  
  agency

2.2

All eight methods 0.2
Other combinations 31.4
Total 100
Mean = 2.13

Source: Constructed from the Survey Data.
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5.  Estimation Procedure

Since the sample for the study consists of those already employed, it can 
reasonably be assumed that the decision to search has already been made. This 
article therefore concentrates on modelling the factors influencing the choice of 
search intensity. Although a standardised measurement of search effort remains 
elusive in the search literature, we adopt the number of search methods used by 
applicants as our working definition. This strand of thought is akin to that of 
Holzer (1988), Blau and Robins (1990), and Boheim and Taylor (2001). Based 
on this definition, the dependent variable assumes non-negative values where 
larger integer values are commensurate with higher search effort. Modelling the 
dependent variable as a Poisson process is then apt, because the integer values 
are meaningful in themselves.

The basic statistical assumption underlying the Poisson model is that the 
probability of an event occurring during a brief period of time is constant 

Table 4  Search Method Used and Outcomes

Search Method
Success from  

Search Method
Failure from  

Search Method
Total Number of 

Search Methods Used

Friends/family 64.0%
155

36.0%
87

100.0%
242

Advertisement 30.4%
48

69.6%
110

100.0%
158

Direct application 50.0%
102

50.0%
102

100.0%
204

Checked factories 28.2%
20

71.8%
51

100%
71

Private employment  
  agency

15.7%
8

84.3%
43

100%
51

National Service 56.0%
65

44.0%
51

100%
116

Started a business 7.1%
1

92.9%
13

100%
14

Other 60.0%
3

40.0%
2

100%
5

Total 46.7%
402

53.3%
459

100%
861

Source: Constructed from the survey data.
Note: Success from search method denotes a job offer from the method/s used; failure 
denotes no job offer from the search methods applied.
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and proportional to the duration of time (Jones, 2005). For this method to 
be appropriate, the mean and variance of the variables must be equal. The 
distribution of most real-world data does not satisfy this property and as a 
result many of the recent developments in the area have aimed to overcome 
this restrictive assumption. Using the maximum likelihood estimation is one 
such technique. As long as the conditional mean is correctly specified (which 
is usually the case with count data), maximum likelihood estimates of the 
coefficients will be consistent, irrespective of whether the equi-distributive 
property is satisfied or not (Jones, 2005).6

Using an approach similar to Baron and Mellow (1979), Holzer (1988) and 
Eriksson et al. (2002), the search intensity function (SI

i
)

 
is specified as a non-

linear function of the form

	 SI
i
 = a + b

i 
X

i
 + f�  (5)

Where a is the intercept term, b
i
 is a vector of parameters, X

i
 is a set of covariates 

and f is a normally distributed error term with zero mean and unit variance. 
The control variables included in model and their definitions and measure-
ments are reported in Table 5.

6.  Regression Results

A basic feature of the maximum likelihood estimation technique is that the 
coefficients are usually not meaningful and therefore the marginal effect must 
be computed in order to analyse the effect of a change in the covariate on the 
dependent variable. The result of the Poisson regression is reported in Table 6.  
In order to facilitate comparison, we also performed the OLS estimation  
(see appendix Table A1). We found that the variables which were significant in 
the Poisson (parsimonious) model, namely age, years of schooling, male, experi-
ence, being an Akan and applying to a medium-sized firm, were also significant 
in the OLS estimates. The appeal of the Poisson is, however, the use of marginal 
effects to underscore the importance of the magnitudes of respective variables.

Long and Cheng (2004) have shown that the Likelihood Ratio (LR) test is 
the preferred measure for evaluating coefficients estimated by the maximum 
likelihood method. The test for the overall goodness of fit (LR) is found to be 
statistically significant implying that the model fits the data well. Although the 
pseudo R2 does not exactly connote the proportion of variation in the model 

6 In this case, robust standard errors are used.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016mar.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://mar.sagepub.com/


Margin—The Journal of Applied Economic Research 8 : 2 (2014): 193–211

Nyarko et al.  JOB SEARCH INTENSITY IN GHANA  205

explained by the explanatory variables, the value of 0.05 indicates that the 
predictive power of the model is fairly high. The low pseudo R2 associated with 
the Poisson regression is not uncommon since maximum likelihood estimations 
are generally associated with low R2.

According to Pindyck and Rubinfeld (1981), an upper bound R2 for a 
categorical dependent variable is about 0.33. Owing to the asymptotic bias 
of the MLE, Peng et al. (2002) have suggested a minimum sample size and 
observation-to-predictor ratio of 100 and 10 to 1, respectively. The sample size 
of 404 with an observation-to-predictor ratio of 22 to 1 more than satisfies these 
conditions. Having met the requisite conditions, the estimates from the model 
can be considered reliable.

The results show no effect of individual sex characteristics on search effort by 
virtue of the male dummy not being statistically significant. This is at variance 
with the general expectation that women are less attached to the labour market 
and therefore adopt a selective search strategy that involves using fewer search 
methods to obtain employment. In contrast, males are traditionally considered 
as the main source of income for the family, and as a result, tend to search for 

Table 5  Definition of Variables for the Empirical Estimates

Variable Interpretation Type of Variable Categories

age Age of the respondent Continuous –
schyrs Completed years of 

schooling
Continuous –

supp1 Receipt of support or 
otherwise

Dummy 1 = receipt of support
0 = no support

male Gender of respondent Dummy 1 = being a male
0 = being a female

exper Labour market 
experience

Dummy 1 = work experience
0 = no work experience

malehh Gender of household-
head

Dummy 1 = male-headed household
0 = female-headed household

Akan Being an Akan or 
otherwise

Dummy 1 = Akan, 0 otherwise

Ga Being a Ga 1 = Ga, 0 otherwise
Ewe
Others 
small

Being an Ewe

Searching for 
employment in small 
size firm or otherwise

Dummy

1 = Ewe, 0 otherwise
1 = other ethnic groups  
1 = small, 0 otherwise
1 = medium, 0 otherwise
0 = large

expersch work experience and 
years of schooling

Interactive term –
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high-paying jobs, which are typically obtained after a laborious search process. 
This pattern of search intensity is similar to the findings of Bradshaw (1973) and 
Vesalainen and Vuori (1990) who find that women search more intensively than 
men in the US and Finland, respectively. This differs, however, from Weber and 
Mahringer (2006) who show that Austrian women uses more search methods 
than men.

As expected, it is observed that the intensity of search varies positively with 
age (significant at 10 per cent). The sample consists of young persons (15–39 
years) who are seeking their first employment. Consequently, the relatively long 
remaining working life of such persons increases the utility from employment 
and they are therefore motivated to devote more effort to the search process. 
This result is consistent with higher search intensity for young persons in Turkey7 
and Egypt.8 Boheim and Taylor (2001), however find that age has no significant 
effect on the number of methods used in the job search.

In most search literature, such as Blau and Robins (1990) and Boheim and 
Taylor (2001), more years of schooling are found to increase the intensity of 
search. Relative to the uneducated, unemployment imposes a substantial cost 

7 Tasci (2008).
8 Abdel-Mowla (2011).

Table 6  Results of Poisson Regression on Search Intensity

Variable Marginal Effect Std. Error P-value

Male 0.0749 0.1248 0.548
Age 0.0375 0.0225 0.096*
Years of schooling 0.1220 0.0286 0.000***
Experience −0.5280 0.1331 0.000***
Receipt of support −0.0125 0.1523 0.934
Small-sized firm −0.1891 0.1610 0.240
Medium-sized firm −0.2965 0.1485 0.046**
Household head - formal −0.1330 0.2076 0.522
Household head- informal −0.1656 0.2087 0.427
Akan −0.0817 0.1639 0.618
Ga −0.4777 0.1905 0.012**
Ewe −0.2560 0.1974 0.195
Household head - male −0.2778 0.1283 0.030**

Source: Based on author’s econometric estimation.
Notes:  *** p<0.01; ** p value<0.05; * p value,0.01
The omitted categories are female, no work experience, receipt of support, large firm, 
unemployed household head, other ethnic group and female household head.
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on the educated by eroding the returns from schooling. The highly educated 
person is therefore incentivised to devote more effort to the search process in 
order to minimise these costs. The study’s Poisson results conform to this global 
pattern. Each additional year of schooling significantly increases the search 
effort by 12 percentage points. Further, decomposing the education effect into 
the highest education level completed reveals even more stimulating results 
(see Table A1 in the appendix). Having secondary, polytechnic and university 
education against only a basic education raises the intensity of search by 17, 65 
and 62 per cent, respectively.

With regards to the work experience dummy, the result shows a strong negative 
and significant result. The number of methods used by unemployed persons with 
labour market experience is 52.8 per cent less than their counterparts without 
any history of employment. Due to the strong attachment of experienced persons 
to the labour market, they possess more information on opportunities in the 
labour market. As a result, they tend to be less diligent in the search process 
compared to non-experienced people. Smirnova (2003) also points out that 
inexperienced people search harder than those with a work history.

Furthermore, the search theory postulates that receipt of unemployment 
income decreases the intensity of search (McCall, 1970). In the study, this 
hypothesis is verified if the receipt of family support is considered as a proxy for 
unemployment income. The receipt of unemployment income subsidises the 
cost of unemployment and, consequently, raises the utility of unemployment. 
This douses the effort invested in the search process by 1.2 per cent. Nonetheless, 
the result is not statistically significant due to the relatively few persons that 
do not receive support from their relatives. Similarly, Barron and Mellow 
(1979), Blau and Robins (1990) and Eriksson et al. (2002) find that the receipt 
of unemployment benefit raises the intensity of search. On the contrary, 
Wadsworth (1991) argues that the receipt of unemployment income creates 
a stronger attachment to the labour market and therefore raises the intensity 
of search.

In terms of the size of firm, obtaining a job in large-scale firms requires a 
higher search effort relative to medium- and small-scale firms. Large firms 
usually offer relatively higher wages and therefore attract a large pool of 
applicants. In view of the high degree of competition, people who desire to 
work in large firms are compelled to search more intensively. The results show 
that the search effort for small- and medium-scale firms is 18 and 29 per cent 
less, respectively, than for large-scale firms. However, only the coefficient on 
the dummy for medium-sized firms is significant at 5 per cent with none of 
the coefficients in the other sectors in which the household head works found 
to be statistically significant.
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Lastly, living in a male-headed household significantly reduces the intensity 
of search. On account of the dominance of males in the formal sector, this 
result is not particularly surprising. Job seekers in male-headed households 
have access to ‘insider’ information which improves their search efficiency. As 
to the ethnic group variables, the estimated coefficients are all negative but only 
the dummy for being a Ga is statistically significant. The results imply that the 
minority ethnic group faces greater difficulty in entering employment compared 
to the other ethnic groups. Concerning the significance of the Ga dummy, it 
can be attributed to their ‘locational’ advantage. Accra, the sample area, is the 
native dwelling of the Ga ethnic group and therefore gives them a competitive 
advantage in the search process.

7.  Conclusion

Using a dataset that was sourced from a survey of formal sector workers in 
Accra, the study set out to examine the factors that influence the job search 
intensity in Ghana. The number of search methods was used as a measure of 
search intensity. Based on results from the Poisson estimation, age and years of 
schooling are observed to be significant and positively related to the intensity 
of search. Similarly, no significant difference is found between the search 
efforts of males and females although males use more methods than females. 
In accordance with search theory, the study finds that recipients of support 
search less intensively than non-recipients. However, the receipt of support or 
otherwise exerts no significant influence on the intensity of search.

With respect to the ethnic group dummy, the results show that minority groups 
search more intensively than the distinguished ethnic groups. Nonetheless, the 
dummy for the Ga ethnic group is found to exert a negative and significant 
effect on search intensity. Although searching for a job in a small- or medium-
sized firm requires less effort than for a large-sized firm, only the coefficient 
of medium-sized firms is significant. However, the sex of the household head 
significantly affects the intensity of search. Having a male household head rather 
than a female household head reduces the search intensity by 27 per cent.

On account of weak labour market information system, most job seekers 
depend on relatives/friends employed in the formal sector for notification 
on vacancies and tutorials on the art of job seeking. Particularly, the study 
shows that persons with an unemployed household head and female-headed 
households are systematically disadvantaged in the search process. Since a high 
search cost is the corollary of an intensive search effort, this implies that less-
endowed persons are at risk of long-term unemployment. A well-functioning 
and up-to-date labour market information system can minimise search costs 
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for both the endowed and less endowed. In this manner, the transition is made 
less painful for job seekers, particularly, the marginalised. Consequently, this 
calls for strengthening and resourcing of other labour market institutions such 
as the Labour Department of the Employment Ministry.

Additionally, aligning the school curricula to the needs of the labour market in 
a dynamic fashion can create opportunities for students to acquire labour market 
experience through internships and apprenticeships. In this way, employable 
and experienced graduates will be churned out from the various institutions.

The novelty of this article lies in the fact that we have modelled the 
determinants of job search intensity using more recent data from a developing 
country’s perspective. Given that there is paucity of research on the phenomenon 
from a developing country’s perspective, this study makes a significant 
contribution to the literature. Most of the articles on developing countries 
especially those in sub-Saharan Africa have mainly focused on labour force 
participation, determinants of employment/unemployment and occupational 
choice inter alia with no recourse to job search methods and intensity.

Appendix

Table A1  OLS Regression Results on Determinants of Search Intensity

Independent Variable Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard Error t P value

Age 0.042 0.021 2.02 0.044*
Years of schooling 0.121 0.045 2.65 0.008***
Male 0.084 0.136 0.62 0.536
Experience 1.440 0.569 2.53 0.012**
Receipt of support −0.026 0.166 −0.16 0.877
Male head −0.280 0.140 −1.99 0.047**
Akan −0.063 0.182 −0.35 0.728
Ga −0.469 0.225 −2.08 0.038**
Ewe −0.231 0.219 −1.06 0.291
Small firm −0.250 0.177 −1.41 0.159
Medium firm −0.326 0.162 −2.01 0.045**
_cons −0.711 0.745 −0.95 0.341

Number of observations = 404	 F(17, 385) = 10.28
Prob > F = 0.000	 R-squared = 0.2001

Source: Based on Author’s regression estimation.
Notes: ***, **, * denote significance at the 1 per cent, 5 per cent and 10 per cent levels, 
respectively. The reference categories are female, other courses, no experience, no 
support, 2005–08, female head, other ethnic group, and large firm, respectively.
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