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ABSTRACT  
Explaining policy change has been one of the major concerns of 
educational policy studies. Guided by the multiple streams 
framework (MSF), this article aims to explain the specific 
dynamics of cost-elimination policies at the high school level in 
Ghana. Through the thematic analysis of interviews, documents, 
and other resources, we argue that an exceptional confluence of 
problems, policies, and politics has shaped the Ghanaian 
educational policy process and generated policy change. Our 
findings demonstrate the pivotal role of partisan electoral politics, 
helping explain why political parties, governments, and 
policymakers shifted towards the adoption of fee-free educational 
policies. Although the problem stream contributed to the 
opening of the policy window during agenda-setting and the 
problem and the policy streams played a non-negligible role in 
policy adoption, the political stream dominated both stages. 
Accordingly, the study argues that the electoral interests of 
political actors were the main driver of the adoption of fee-free 
educational policies in Ghana.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 30 March 2023 
Accepted 22 June 2024  

KEYWORDS  
Policy change; multiple 
streams framework; fee-free 
education; upper secondary 
education; Ghana

Introduction

Following the widespread adoption of cost-elimination policies – popularly called “fee- 
free educational policies” – at the primary and lower secondary school levels in many 
low-income countries and the subsequent surge in school enrolment, policy actors’ atten-
tion has shifted to upper secondary education (Asante 2024a; Little and Lewin 2011, 
477).1 Financing for delivering upper secondary education services in many Sub- 
Saharan African (SSA) countries, the region with the lowest enrolment rate in the 
world, has undergone change. Some countries – for example, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, 
Namibia, Sierra Leone, South Africa, and Uganda – have adopted fee-free educational 
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policies. Ghana, a young democracy in SSA, stands out concerning the dynamics of these 
policies. Within the socio-political environment of the fragile Ghanaian democracy, fee- 
free educational policies change from one government to the next, with different scopes 
and coverage (Abdul-Rahaman et al. 2018). The 1992 Constitution of Ghana already 
highlighted the possibility of introducing policies that provide fee-free education to all 
qualified Ghanaians at the high school level. The following is stated in Article 25 (1b): 

(b) Secondary education in its different forms, including technical and vocational education, 
shall be made generally available and accessible to all by every appropriate means, and in 
particular, by the progressive introduction of free education (Ghana 1993).

Notwithstanding, no timeline was instituted for its adoption, and the Constitution did 
not specify the kind of fee-free education (the form or coverage) to be adopted. In 
recent years, the idea of fee-free education at the high school level was first put on the 
agenda by a presidential candidate of one of the major political parties in Ghana. 
Figure 1 presents the timeline of the recent historical development of fee-free educational 
policies in Ghana.

A significant step in the process was when in 2015 the National Democratic Congress 
(NDC) government adopted Progressive Free Senior High School Policy (PF). This was a 
form of partial funding aimed at reducing the cost of senior high school education for 
some schools and students, especially day (or non-residential) students (n.b. school stu-
dents in Ghana have never paid full tuition fees). Specifically, students were exempted 
from paying the following education-related fees: for examinations, entertainment, 
library, student representative council (SRC) dues, sports, cultural activities, science 
development, science and mathematics quizzes, information and communication tech-
nology (ICT), and co-curricular fees for day students in public senior high schools (Min-
istry of Finance 2015). Before the introduction of PF, students were paying the 
aforementioned cost items in addition to other related fees. Just two years after the adop-
tion of this policy, Free Senior High School Policy (FF) replaced PF (in September 2017). 
This happened during the incumbency of a new government formed by the New Patriotic 
Party (NPP), which was elected to office in January 2017. This fee-free educational policy 

Figure 1. Timeline of fee-free educational policy adoption in Ghana.
Source: Authors’ construction.
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absorbs all of the direct costs of schooling and other indirect costs, such as food and 
boarding fees, and applies to upper secondary schools across the country, creating hol-
istic fee-free education (Abdul-Rahaman et al. 2018).

Notwithstanding the success of these policies, especially FF, at increasing school access 
(enrolment) at the senior high level (Asante, Nkansah, and Agbee 2024; Mohammed and 
Kuyini 2021), their adoption has encountered varied implementation challenges, as 
identified by practitioners and academics. These include the unsustainable and untimely 
release of funds by governments (Akakpo 2021; Ansah 2019; Yanney 2018, 1), the limited 
volume of textbooks, and inadequate infrastructure for accommodating students (Adark-
wah 2022; Opoku Prempeh 2019), centralized administrative systems (Asante, Nkansah, 
and Agbee 2024) and the focus on the political rather than the policy process (Adarkwah 
2022; Mohammed and Kuyini 2021). These phenomena present us with exciting puzzles, 
suggesting that the low rate of school participation was not the primary driver of the 
adoption of these policies. We thus address the following research questions: What 
factors can explain these changes in the educational policy of Ghana over the past 
eight years, and what mechanisms drove this process?

Previously, scholars investigating educational policy change have analyzed the 
dynamics of change from various perspectives, inspired by the idea of policy cycles 
(Adarkwah 2022; Howlett and Giest 2013) and policy process frameworks (Mohammed 
2020; Mohammed and Kuyini 2021). The studies about fee-free educational policies in 
Ghana have either focused on only single fee-free educational policies or failed to 
open the “black box” of underlying mechanisms that led to changes. The research of 
Adarkwah (2022), Mohammed (2020), and Mohammed and Kuyini (2021) examined 
fee-free educational policies in Ghana, combining several theoretical approaches but 
without investigating why policymakers would put adopting fee-free educational 
policy on the agenda. Asante (2023) drew on multiple theoretical approaches when com-
paring several countries to examine the conditions for adopting fee-free educational pol-
icies across SSA, but without studying the drivers of the policy change. Accordingly, the 
potential value-added of our research – an intensive within-case analysis – is identifying 
the mechanisms of policy change towards fee-free education and understanding why 
governments adopted and implemented the idea.

In this study, we use the multiple streams framework (MSF) (Herweg, Zahariadis, and 
Zohlnhöfer 2023; Kingdon 2014) to uncover the factors and the mechanism(s) driving 
fee-free educational policies in Ghana. Our data are collected from elite interviews (com-
prising stakeholders and persons involved in educational policymaking) and the major 
policy documents related to the Ghanaian adoption of Progressive Free Senior High 
School and Free Senior High School policies. We seek to understand why fee-free edu-
cation was assigned such importance on the two major political parties’ policy 
agendas. Put differently, we aim to understand why influential policy actors focused 
on fee-free educational policy agendas and were determined to adopt them, given that 
a number of other serious policy problems remain unaddressed.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses the multiple streams 
framework, which analytical approach inspired the research into potential causes of fee- 
free educational policy change. Section 3 provides details about our case and method-
ology. Empirical findings are presented in Section 4, and Section 5 is devoted to a discus-
sion, conclusions, and defining avenues for further research.
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Theoretical framework

In this paper, we rely on the multiple streams framework to interpret the policy shift 
towards fee-free education in Ghana. Several studies that have investigated educational 
policy changes have used the multiple streams framework, either generally (Béland 
2005) or specifically for Ghana (Boasiako and Asare 2015). Mohammed’s (2020) study 
about fee-free education used rival theoretical approaches, finding that MSF may be a 
particularly appropriate approach compared to other frameworks. Similarly, we utilize 
MSF as our analytical framework, taking into account recent refinements of the theory 
(Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023).

The three streams of the multiple streams framework

In explaining the process of policy change, MSF (Kingdon 2014) distinguishes three 
streams: the problem, the policy, and the political streams. Much of the problem stream 
is defined by how pivotal actors frame issues, referring to the contested nature of problems. 
The problem may be defined as the prevailing social conditions that are seen as public ones 
but require government action for their solution. “Problems” are generally social constructs 
in the sense that they involve elements of perception and interpretation since people’s 
ideals and conceived reality vary significantly. For example, a given rate of school enrol-
ment may be considered “low” and “a problem” by some people but not others. Notwith-
standing, any form of indicator or condition, such as a “low” enrolment rate, may be seen 
as a problem only when actors (as problem brokers) define it as a problem and build a nar-
rative into the larger policy discourse that encourages policymakers to accept it. However, 
the building of these narratives may occur in many ways if this supports actors’ political 
survival or threatens specific interests (DeLeo 2018; DeLeo and Duarte 2022). In simple 
terms, “the more politically relevant a condition becomes, the more likely it is that it 
will be dealt with” (Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023, 33).

The policy stream concerns the ideas floating around in the “policy primeval soup” 
(Kingdon 2014, 117). It is populated by knowledge/perspectives associated with policy 
problems. The policy stream is generally dominated by policy communities comprised 
mainly of civil servants, interest groups, academics, researchers, and consultants who 
argue and work as policy experts to provide policy solutions/alternatives. However, 
these policy experts do not operate in a vacuum, as external influences or representatives 
of interest groups influence the kind of policy alternatives or ideas that may be adopted to 
solve a particular problem. For example, international organizations such as the World 
Bank and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) may influence a policy aimed at increasing school participation due to the 
global vision of Education for All (Tikly 2016). Although several policy solutions/alterna-
tives may be proposed, a policy stream may viably be coupled with other streams if at 
least one viable policy solution exists that meets the criteria for survival. The latter 
may be defined in relation to the feasibility, acceptability, public acquiescence, 
financial feasibility, or the conformity of the policy alternative to the law (Herweg, Zahar-
iadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023).

Finally, the political stream is determined by the prevailing national mood, interest 
groups, and the government. When 
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a fairly large number of individuals in a given country tend to think along common lines and 
[…] the mood swings from time to time, government officials sense changes in this mood 
and act to promote certain items on the agenda according to the national mood. (Herweg, 
Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023, 35)

Interest groups and their representatives’ campaigns are strong elements within the pol-
itical stream that aid coupling. Conversely, the stronger the interest groups and their 
representatives opposed to a certain idea, the less likely it is that coupling will occur. 
However, according to Herweg, Huß, and Zohlnhöfer (2015), the government and the 
legislature may be the most relevant actors because, ultimately, it is they who must 
adopt a policy change. Such change is propelled when a certain idea or policy proposal 
is in sync with the beliefs or interests of high-level political actors or their political parties.

Policy window and coupling

Although the original MSF was developed to explain agenda-setting (or the agenda 
window) solely, other scholars have extended its application to policy formulation and 
adoption (decision-making or the decision window) and even policy implementation 
(Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023; Zohlnhöfer, Herweg, and Rüb 2015). 
However, in this study, we aim to investigate the originally addressed agenda-setting 
stage, with some reference to later stages, especially to the policy formulation/adoption 
stage, for various reasons. First, this was the original scope of MSF, and the theory is 
still the most elaborate in this field. Second, in the policy case discussed below, the pol-
icies were practically decided during the agenda-setting stage.

A policy change may happen when the three streams couple. The ripeness of the three 
independent streams is a necessary but not sufficient condition for a policy change. The 
couplings of the three streams occur at specific points in time: these are the policy 
windows. A policy window represents a fleeting opportunity “for advocates of proposals 
[policy entrepreneurs] to push their pet solutions or to push attention to their special 
problems” (Kingdon 2014, 203). Policy windows may open during predictable events, 
most typically election periods, or arise due to unpredictable events, like terrorist attacks.

At the agenda-setting stage, a policy window may open either in the problem stream 
or in the political stream. A problem may arise on the agenda and be coupled with a pre- 
existing policy solution that fits the former. At other times, a political opportunity may 
arise – such as with the advent of a new government or electoral campaign.

Although the other two streams are relevant at the policy adoption stage, the political 
stream is crucial, as the main task is to form a political majority that supports the pre-
ferred policy alternative. As opposed to agenda-setting, institutions – an element 
mostly neglected in the original theory – play a key role as they frame potential 
change (Zohlnhöfer, Herweg, and Rüb 2015).

Empirical analysis

Case selection and justification

Ghana was selected as the location for the case study – a young democracy in Sub- 
Saharan Africa (SSA) that provides fee-free education to students at the high school 
level. As Ghana has been performing better than other SSA countries according to the 
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relevant governance and policy indicators (see Table 1), it cannot be considered a typical 
case from SSA. However, from a diagnostic case study perspective, studying Ghana is of 
broader relevance as it is an influential case (Gerring and Cojocaru 2016, 403–404). 
Investigating the shift towards fee-free educational policy in the Ghanaian context pro-
vides meaningful insights into potential educational policy changes in other SSA 
countries with weaker democratic institutions and effectiveness of governance, lower 
upper secondary school enrolment, and higher poverty rates.

Studying the adoption of PF (identified as partial fee-free educational policy) and FF 
(identified as holistic fee-free educational policy) (see Asante 2024b) allows us to under-
take intensive within-case policy analysis of a policy process associated with two major 
policy changes. In addition, since the two policy changes were adopted by two 
different political parties that formed governments with different political leaderships, 
we can also assess the role of ideational motivations (Béland 2009) behind the policy 
change.

Data collection and analysis

The empirical analysis is based on documents and interviews. The first step in the 
research was to review the development of fee-free education in Ghana. For this, we 
examined published academic, opinion, and news articles, policy documents related to 
fee-free education, and websites of key international development partners and pro-
fessional networks. During this search, we determined key informants to speak to regard-
ing the development of the two recent policies. From November 17 to December 15, 
2021, the first author conducted eighteen personal (face-to-face) elite interviews2 (see 
Table 1 in the Appendix for details) in English. The semi-structured interviews – with 
a duration ranging from 35 to 50 min – centred on participants’ perceptions and experi-
ences of the development of the two policies, with questions guided by the assumptions 
of MSF reviewed in the theoretical section.

To improve the validity and reliability of our data, we first tested the interview instru-
ment by conducting a pilot interview. Inclusion criteria for the interview participants and 
information from secondary sources were defined. The selection of interview respon-
dents was based on institutional affiliation. Initially, institutions were contacted, and 

Table 1. Case selection rationale.

Indicators Ghana
SSA 

average Source

1 Quality of Democracy 6.02 4.33 Economist Intelligence Unit (2023)
2 Government Effectiveness −0.09 −0.77 Kaufmann and Kraay (2023)
3 Poverty headcount ratio at $3.65 a day (2017 PPP) (% 

of population)
51.9 61.2 World Bank (2021)

4 Upper secondary school gross enrolment (%) 38.95 32.81 UNESCO Institute for Statistics [UIS] 
(2023)

Notes: 
– The quality of democracy index ranges from 0.00 (authoritarian regimes) to 10.00 (full democracy). 
– The government effectiveness scale runs from −2.5 (weak governance performance) to 2.5 (strong governance per-

formance). 
– The poverty rate ranges from a value of 0% (no poverty) to 100% (extreme poverty). 
– Upper secondary school gross enrolment ranges from a value of 0% (no enrolment rate) to 100% or above (high rate of 

participation).
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the study was introduced to them. Assuming they agreed to assist with an interview, they 
nominated a high-profile person or people within the institution who was(were) willing 
and had enough knowledge and personal experience about the two policies to participate. 
This strategy reduced the impact of personal preferences for interviewing specific indi-
viduals. Before any interview took place, informed consent was sought from participants. 
Documents and media sources published in English that were identified as being from 
reliable sources were included in the study.

The data were analyzed through thematic analysis, a form of qualitative inquiry (Patton 
2015) by grouping the key ideas identified during the preceding empirical stages into 
themes suggested by the three streams defined in MSF. In this process, we closely reviewed 
the relevant documents, read the interview transcripts, and transcribed all the information 
we had gathered. The goal was to identify the major factors that have facilitated the changes 
(for example, personalities/actors, organizations, institutions, and events) and classify them 
under an overarching theme. We have substituted all respondents’ names with institutional 
affiliations to preserve privacy. In addition, given that some participants have political 
appointments and needed to be sure their comments would not adversely affect their 
careers, an extra layer of anonymity was implemented by synthesizing the results to 
create a combined story of narratives with a few direct quotations, where appropriate.

Results

The analysis covers two governments’ fee-free educational policy changes, which fol-
lowed a long period of inaction. Although the 1992 Constitution makes provisions for 
providing free secondary education, no timeline for adopting such a policy was explicitly 
stated (Respondents #11 and #14, 2021). However, some twenty years later, Progressive 
Free Senior High School policy (PF) was initiated by President John Dramani Mahama. 
Just two years later, in 2017, Free Senior High School policy (FF) was adopted as Presi-
dent Nana Addo Dankwa Akufo-Addo came to power. Below, we discuss the develop-
ment of the three streams as identified by MSF to uncover the main mechanism(s) 
shaping these policy changes.

The problem stream: an identified problem with the marginal impact of 
international and civil society actors as problem brokers

In the literature, many reasons are proposed to explain the inability of people to enrol in 
high school, including poverty, child work, income shocks, inequality, and health 
(Akyeampong et al. 2007). However, throughout the interview and document analysis, 
poverty recurrently emerged as the major reason for low enrolment, that is, the weak 
transition from lower secondary to upper secondary school (Respondents #01, #02, 
#03, #04, #12, #13, #15, #16, and #18; 2021). An assessment elaborated by the Ghanaian 
Ministry of Education after the adoption of FF policy in 2017 showed that about 100,000 
qualified students who complete basic school could not enrol in high school every year 
primarily for this reason (Opoku Prempeh 2019; Respondents #04, #10, #12, #13, #14, 
#15 and #18; 2021). It seems that – as previously anticipated by the drafters of the 
1992 Constitution of Ghana – the recent empirical data and the general public conceived 
the problem of the low enrolment rate at the high school level similarly.
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The need for government action to mitigate the problem was raised by various 
actors. Civil society organizations (CSOs), though relatively scarce in number and 
weak in terms of political influence, attempted to place the problem on the agenda. 
However, CSO representatives who had advocated the need to improve the level of 
educational participation through press conferences and symposiums perceived that 
their activity hardly played a significant role, in contrast to that of party politics 
(Respondents #10, #11, #12, and #13; 2021). In addition, despite our intensive research 
and interviews with several highly informed persons (see Appendix), we could not 
find evidence of parents’ or teachers’ associations, the most directly interested 
parties, attempting to put the issue on the government’s agenda either before 2015 
or between 2015 and 2017.

Regarding international actors, in 2015, the global focus on primary education for all 
of the Millennium Development Goals shifted to secondary education for all, which is in 
line with the Sustainable Development Goals, including upper secondary education 
(United Nations 2020). However, this document had no traceable impact on agenda- 
setting in Ghana. International organizations (IOs), notably the World Bank and 
UNESCO, emphasized the need to increase school participation at the upper secondary 
level across SSA as part of the Sustainable Development Goals (Respondents #14, #15; 
2021). Although their impact on the public debate was not identified in any of the inter-
views, we found evidence that policymakers were aware of the fact that these organiz-
ations had highlighted the problem of the weak transition from lower secondary to 
upper secondary school.

In brief, the 1992 Constitution of Ghana (and the previous constitution) underscored 
the problem of low enrolment and suggested the adoption of free education. Inter-
national and civil society organizations have also highlighted the problem in recent 
years, emphasizing that the number of people who cannot enrol in high school due to 
poverty keeps increasing. However, these constitutional provisions, activities of IOs 
and CSOs, and deteriorating enrolment indicators were not enough to generate a mean-
ingful public debate and put the issue on the agenda.

Policy stream: uncrystallized policy communities, a lack of screening for viable 
policy alternatives

The constitutional requirement for some kind of government action can be traced back 
to the 1979 Third Republican Constitution of Ghana, which stated in Article 6 (3a) that: 
“The Government shall, subject to the availability of resources, provide (a) free and equal 
access to secondary and other appropriate pre-university education” (Ghana 1979, 11). 
As noted above, since the enactment of the 1992 Constitution, the need for government 
action emerged only in 2008: one of the presidential candidates raised the issue, which 
soon appeared on the two leading parties’ manifestos.

Once relative agreement is formed regarding the necessity of government action, the 
specific policies may be determined. Such policies are then supposed to be formulated in 
the policy stream. In our case, the policy challenge involved addressing the following 
question: What type of policy instruments should the government apply to support 
pupils to continue their upper secondary-level studies (with a focus on pupils who are 
deterred from continuing their studies mainly by poverty)?

8 G. ASANTE ET AL.



Civil society organizations suggested specific policy measures. However, as the repre-
sentative of one CSO who advocated for FF mentioned, the government did not consult 
with civil society actors in a meaningful way: 

[The policy] was just announced by the president […] Later, the minister for education 
invited us to a meeting to address some of the gaps. The decision to adopt the policy was 
already decided, and the minister did not incorporate our views […] There was not 
much consultation. (Respondent #10, 2021)

Another CSO representative perceived that the consultation process offered by the gov-
ernment was rather formal without providing a substantive opportunity to shape the 
policy design and the details of possible policy alternatives: 

We had a lot of meetings to share our ideas. The president appreciated the points we made 
[in one of our meetings] but did not intend to include them in the planning of the policy. 
Their minds were made up to adopt the policy as they had planned. (Respondent #11, 2021)

The meetings followed stakeholders’ strong criticisms about the challenges of funding the 
FF policy.

International organizations were invited to “contribute” only once a final decision had 
been taken, clearly indicating their negligible role in the policy stream. Although these 
organizations could have drawn on the experience of other countries with similar pol-
icies, this experience was not requested (Respondents #12, #13, #14, and #15, 2021).

Undoubtedly, the key issue was the (financial) feasibility of the FF policy. The more 
actively the government assists students to continue their studies at the upper secondary 
level, the more public resources are needed. This issue was raised by various parties with 
no traceable impact. The critique was formulated most noticeably by the NDC party fol-
lowing 2008 in relation to its financial and infrastructural infeasibility (Respondents #10 
and #15, 2021).

Indeed, the more successful such a policy is, the greater the pressure on the education 
system to meet the dramatically increased need within a short period. As data show, the 
number of students enrolled in upper secondary education increased from around three 
hundred thousand to well above four hundred thousand between 2015 and 2018, result-
ing in a situation, as reviewed in a 2018 report, where 472,730 seats were needed but only 
277,537 were available (Opoku Prempeh 2019). The government adopted a modified 
school calendar (double-track system) in the middle of the policy implementation 
process to allow some students to be in school and others on holiday to create space. 
These challenges of implementation have been widely addressed in the policy literature 
(Adarkwah 2022; Akakpo 2021; Ansah 2019; Asante, Nkansah, and Agbee 2024; 
Mohammed and Kuyini 2021; Yanney 2018, 1).

However, our interviewees confirmed that no feasibility analysis of FF educational 
policy had been prepared by the administration by 2018. Several interviewees explicitly 
stated that the final decision to introduce PF and FF policies was made without identify-
ing well-defined sources of funding, as evidenced by the challenges encountered in the 
implementation of the PF and FF (Respondents #05, #06, #07, #08, #09, #10, and #11; 
2021). A member of the Education Select Committee in Parliament qualified the decision 
to adopt FF: “It was purely the idea of the president, and so he showed leadership during 
the decision to adopt the policy” (Respondent #04, 2021).
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For President Mahama, a more modest policy of PF adopted in the pre-election period 
seemed to be a compromise between the significant pressure for a policy supporting high 
school attendance for less affluent youth and financial and infrastructural constraints. 
President Akufo-Addo had emphasized the need for a holistic fee-free policy since 
2008. He held meetings with some stakeholders who were highly critical of the way 
the FF policy would be funded. At the meetings, however, the President did not accept 
the idea of alternative policy proposals and expressed his firm intention to introduce 
the policy regardless of the challenges of implementation (Respondent #11, 2021). 
Several interviewees stated that they were invited to join the supporting coalition for 
either PF or FF policies only when the respective decisions had already been made 
(Respondents #12, #13, #14, and #15; 2021).

We may reasonably claim that the policy choices seem to have been made by the 
elected presidents themselves. The policy stream as conceived by MSF is hard to identify; 
one can hardly speak of a policy community consisting of policy experts, consultants, or 
academic researchers. Nor could we find any evidence of a presumed “softening-up,” i.e. 
screening of various policy alternatives for their viability. As several interviewees 
expressed, outside of the government, there was no specific policy coalition that advo-
cated the implementation of the FF policy (Respondents #08, #09, #10, and #15, 2021).

Political stream: dominance at the agenda-setting as well as the policy- 
formulation stages

The political stream developed around the two major parties and their presidential can-
didates, later elected presidents. Traditionally, the National Democratic Congress (NDC) 
has a more socialist orientation, while the New Patriotic Party (NPP) is more conserva-
tive. However, the issue was first raised by Akuffo-Addo, the NPP’s presidential candi-
date in 2008. He strongly believed in the significance of the problem and the necessity 
of government action to handle it (Respondents #02, #04, #10, #11, #17, and #18; 
2021). In all his campaign platforms, the promise of fee-free education was his main 
message to the electorate, and he tagged this a “Sacred Promise to Ghanaians” 
(Quaicoe 2012, para. 4). One respondent stated about FF that: “It started as a manifesto 
promise by the current government … The NPP party promised that if they c[a]me to 
power instead of absorbing part of the fees, they w[ould] absorb all the fees” (Respondent 
#13, 2021). Akuffo-Addo’s consistent advocacy of fee-free education made it a major 
public policy issue. It proved to be a crucial issue in the 2012 and 2016 presidential elec-
tions (and even more recently in the 2020 elections).

An important assumption of MSF is that policy positions of governments and political 
actors are influenced by the national mood (Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023, 
36). This is reflected in President Mahama’s changing policy stance: he sensed the 
shift in the public mood and, despite his and his party’s originally cautious or even 
hostile stance, announced a change in education policy involving partially funding the 
costs of senior high school students. The more modest PF policy supported mainly 
non-residential (day) students in specific areas but did not fully fund education costs. 
This seemed to be a compromise between the need for political action and feasibility con-
straints. The NDC government introduced the PF a year before the 2016 general election: 
this was to demonstrate its commitment to free education (Respondents #08, #09, #10, 

10 G. ASANTE ET AL.



#11, and #17; 2021). The interviewee referred to the popularity and the perceived elec-
toral gains of fee-free education among the youth as well as parents and guardians; 
this was an important mechanism in the coupling when the NDC government 
adopted the PF (Respondents #05, #07, #08, #09, #10, and #11; 2021). One interviewee 
commented: 

Every politician is interested in these policies. It is an election winner. When they were in 
government, the NDC was forced to come up with their version of free education called 
PF because the opposition [party] was making noise about it. They had to do something 
about it at the time because it was of high political interest. (Respondent #11, 2021)

President Mahama saw the importance of introducing such a policy as paramount. He held 
meetings at least three times every week about PF with government officials to develop an 
adequate plan for its adoption. He coined the name “E-Block” as the infrastructural com-
ponent of the policy (Respondents #01, #03, and #16; 2021). As one interviewee noted: 

The interest of political actors in these policies is very high. This is demonstrated in their 
aggressive discussions about these policies in the media space. (…) Because we do not 
have a well-defined development plan, we are a country that relies on political leadership 
for everything we do. Political leadership was very influential in these free education pol-
icies. (Respondent #13, 2021)

Accordingly, the issue of fee-free education was eventually put on the agenda by all 
leading political forces. First, it was raised in the 2008 general elections by Akuffo- 
Addo as the New Patriotic Party (NPP) presidential candidate. Somewhat later, the 
other major party, the National Democratic Congress (NDC), incorporated it into the 
party’s 2012 general election manifesto despite their initially critical stance on the 
issue (Respondents #08, #09, #10, #11, #12, #15 and #17; 2021). When both major pol-
itical parties included the issue in their manifestos, fee-free education became a salient 
policy issue in public debates in Ghana (Respondents #10, #11, and #17; 2021).

A reflection on the macroeconomic context confirms the specific importance of the 
political stream in shifting Ghana’s educational policy towards fee-free education. The 
period 2011–2014 was one of high growth for Ghana: in 2011, Ghana recorded excep-
tional real GDP growth (14%) thanks to the discovery and production of oil (Fosu 
2017). The following years also saw strong economic growth: 9.3% in 2012 and 7.3% 
in 2013 (according to World Bank statistics on real GDP growth). Despite the favourable 
macroeconomic context, the fee-free educational policy was not adopted during these 
years, and a large number of students could not move from lower secondary to upper 
secondary education due to the cost of financing. A plausible explanation is that the 
ruling political party and the incumbent political leaders had not promised any form 
of fee-free educational policy. However, in 2015, despite slow economic growth 
(2.1%), the government adopted PF to fulfil previous campaign promises before the 
next elections (Respondents #04, #07, #08, #09, #10, #11, and #15; 2021).

When President Mahama indicated in 2014 that he would introduce free education, 
the opposition candidate and future President, Akufo-Addo, could not resist the tempta-
tion to comment in a Twitter post: “If President Mahama is, indeed, introducing free SHS 
in the 2015–2016 academic year, I would say alleluia [sic!]” (Nana Akufo-Addo 2014). 
Later, during the launch of the FF, the (new) President hinted at how his strong belief 
in this policy had led to its adoption. He stated: 
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Today is a very happy day for the good people of Ghana, for the government, and for me 
personally [emphasis added]. I am here, this morning, to perform a very pleasant task: to 
launch the commencement of the Free Senior High School policy. When I proposed this 
policy in 2008, many were those who said Free SHS could not be done … The culmination 
of that belief, inter alia, resulted in the decisive victory won by the New Patriotic Party and my 
modest self in the elections of 2016 [emphasis added]. (Nana Akufo-Addo 2017, paras 1–3)

As we have discussed in the theoretical framework section, MSF emphasizes the importance 
of the political stream during the policy adoption period. Political leadership and devotion are 
needed to handle potential institutional friction and ensure a majority for the relatively 
smooth implementation of a new policy. Although some actors identified potential difficulties 
in the implementation of the FF policy and stakeholders warned of possible complications, 
the President recurrently indicated his firm intention to launch the policy, regardless of 
the challenges that might arise during its implementation (Respondents #2, #4, #11; 2021). 
Accordingly, fee-free education was introduced within months of President Akuffo-Addo 
taking office. An interview respondent indicated that the introduction of FF was not based 
on the assessment of the previous policy but a new policy altogether based on the beliefs 
of the new leader. The respondent indicated: “It was not the performance of the previous 
policy [PF] that led to the launch of the new policy [FF]. It was based on the manifesto of 
the current government vision to have a holistic free SHS” (Respondent #12, 2021). When 
another civil servant was asked if the timing for the adoption of FF was right, he replied: 

No, in the sense that the readiness and the resources to implement these policies were not 
readily available. No adequate preparation was made. The reliance on the double track 
system [during the implementation of the policy] was a typical demonstration of […] unpre-
paredness for the policy of FF. (Respondent #13, 2021)

Another respondent stated that 

It [FF] was a political promise. Once the party won power, as a technocrat at the Ministry of 
Education, we had to put up [create] the system to get the policy running when the govern-
ment decided to adopt it [emphasis added]. (Respondent #12, 2021)

In brief, the political stream seems to have dominated both the problem and the policy 
streams, both at the agenda-setting and policy formulation stages.

Policy window and coupling: the dominant role of the political stream and 
electoral campaigns

Although the idea of fee-free education was incorporated in the 1992 Constitution of 
Ghana, a window for policy change only opened 16 years later. The presidential candi-
date of NPP, Mr Akufo-Addo, was the first to float the idea of fee-free education in 
the public domain during his 2008 election campaign. Subsequently, the narrative of 
fee-free education spread through all forms of media space, attracting public attention 
and shifting the public mood to strong support for the adoption of fee-free educational 
policy. This also prompted the rival political party to respond, and the policy eventually 
appeared in NDC’s 2012 electoral manifesto. One interviewee noted: “Although some 
groups were discussing the idea of free education at the high school level, the issue 
came to public attention when a political party eventually introduced it into its mani-
festo” (Respondent #10, 2021).
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Two components of the potential coupling, namely, the recognition of the low tran-
sition rate from lower secondary to upper secondary school as a problem and the 
assumed policy solution in the form of fee-free education, have thus existed for a long 
time. However, it was not until 2015 and 2017 that fee-free policies were adopted in 
Ghana. The two Presidents of Ghana played a crucial role in the coupling process and 
acted as political entrepreneurs: John Dramani Mahama in the adoption of Progressive 
Free Senior High School policy and Nana Addo Dankwa Akuffo-Addo in the adoption 
of Free Senior High School policy. The formation of political majorities and the parlia-
mentary approval of increased public spending went smoothly in both cases. Accord-
ingly, the political stream, and in particular, the role of electoral campaigns, was 
dominant in opening the policy window for fee-free educational policies in Ghana con-
cerning both the agenda-setting and the decision-making stages.

Discussion and conclusions

In this study, we have aimed to identify and explain the factors and mechanisms facilitat-
ing the adoption of fee-free educational policies using two recently adopted policies in 
Ghana. We used the multiple streams framework (MSF) (Herweg, Zahariadis, and 
Zohlnhöfer 2023; Kingdon 2014) as our analytical framework. The basic assumptions 
of the framework suggest that policy change can take place when the coupling of the 
three independent streams (problem, policy, and political streams) occurs. We briefly 
reviewed the three streams in our case and found that: 

(a) Although some policy actors, who may be identified as potential problem brokers, 
existed in the problem stream, their impact on putting the problem on the public 
agenda was marginal. The problem had been recognized for a long time; the Consti-
tution had addressed it since 1992, and it was on the agendas of international organ-
izations, but it did not appear on the public agenda in Ghana until one of the major 
political parties included it in its election manifesto. Soon, both major parties took 
up the issue, and it became a major topic of public discussion. In other words, public 
discussion was driven by political action, not the other way around, and politicians 
were the problem brokers.

(b) Although the implementation of an ambitious policy such as FF poses challenges, 
there was no evidence of an intensive discussion of the policy options advocated 
by different actors. Consideration of policy survival criteria, such as technical feasi-
bility and financial viability, was neglected. The government apparatus failed to 
provide even rough cost–benefit estimations, let alone an ex-ante assessment of 
feasibility. The first such document became available in 2018, three years after the 
first policy and one year after the second policy was adopted. The specific policy sol-
utions were undeniably made on a political basis.

(c) The original MSF theory suggests three main factors that can influence the dynamics of 
policymaking: the national mood, the potential reactions of interest groups, and the 
political majority. (i) As we have indicated above, political actors have tended to 
shape the national mood rather than adapt to it. (ii) Interest groups may generally 
play a much smaller role in less developed, fragile democracies such as SSA countries 
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(Mohammed 2019; Onyango 2022, 272), and we found this in the case of the fee-free 
educational policies in Ghana. (iii) Nevertheless, building political support for policy 
change appears to be crucial. However, the formation of a political majority is some-
what specific to a presidential system like Ghana’s. This is attributed to the dominance 
of the executive, led by the president, in Ghana’s policymaking tradition (Kpessa 2011; 
Mohammed 2019). In these presidential systems, there is a non-collegial executive 
through which presidents usually shape policies through their campaign promises 
and statements (Vijeyarasa 2022). In this context, scholars have argued that political 
actors are a dominant factor in the adoption of social policies in general (Downs 
1957; Maclure 1990; Zohlnhöfer 2009), and particularly in the case of fee-free edu-
cation in SSA (Adarkwah 2022; Frempong 2020; Mohammed and Kuyini 2021). In 
applying MSF, we found that decision-making was smooth, mainly due to the com-
mitted involvement of top political actors in the adoption of fee-free education policies.

Earlier empirical studies about educational politics, not based on MSF theory, reached 
a similar conclusion. There is a strong presidential agenda-setting approach to free edu-
cation policy due to its popularity and perceived electoral benefits (Adarkwah 2022; 
Asante 2023; Correa et al. 2020; Mohammed and Kuyini 2021). The dominant role natu-
rally stems from the constitutional-political arrangement that provides a dominant pos-
ition to the president. At the same time, civil society organizations appear to be weak in 
both the problem and policy streams. Surprisingly, at least in this policy field, we could 
not detect any relevant influence of international organizations either. Due to the mar-
ginal role of potential civil society and international actors, both streams have had 
limited influence on agenda-setting and decision-making.

According to the logic of MSF (Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023), even within 
the political stream, interest groups and policymakers may oppose certain policy proposals. 
However, in our case, these balancing forces did not seem to exist, and party politics has 
been the dominant factor in policy changes (Herweg, Huß, and Zohlnhöfer 2015). It is not 
surprising that other scholars (Adarkwah 2022; Mohammed and Kuyini 2021) have 
described the adoption of FF in particular as a solution looking for a problem that suits 
it to solve which highlights the logic of MSF when agenda setting originates from the pol-
itical stream (Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023, 37–38) and when political actors 
dominate both the agenda-setting and the decision-making stages.

The idea of fee-free policies (FP and FF) was raised during presidential election cam-
paigns, which we have interpreted above as the “agenda-setting stage” and focused our 
analysis on. However, we also indicated that in both cases, the policy was adopted 
once the president was elected or when the next election was approaching, which 
could be interpreted as policy formulation according to extended MSF theory. We also 
pointed out the challenges during the implementation stage. In other words, the 
findings can be interpreted as the three streams becoming coupled, resulting in two 
different policies when the policy window opened around the presidential elections.

Conclusion

Policy process scholars are encouraged to improve the theories in the field. As many of 
these theories are currently applicable to or were developed in advanced economies and 
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mature democracies, scholars may be motivated to apply them to other contexts to 
examine their usefulness and, where appropriate, to suggest improvements or contextual 
modifications. In this study, we used MSF (Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2023; 
Kingdon 2014) to explain the adoption of fee-free educational policies in Ghana in the 
context of a young democracy.

The assumption of MSF is that the three streams play roughly equal roles, each with 
varied actors, and only their accidental coupling results in policy change. However, the 
role of the three streams was strikingly different in our case. Although a problem was 
identified in the problem stream, we found that the same few political actors dominated 
all three streams: they highlighted and framed the problem, and their role, once in power, 
was decisive for both agenda-setting and policy adoption. In the context of fee-free edu-
cational policies in Ghana, elections created the policy window.

We found that MSF can be applied in this specific policy context with limitations. In 
Table 2, we attempt to assess the applicability of the main elements of MSF to the case at 
hand. For this, we rely on the components addressed by Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohln-
höfer (2023, 40) in Table 1.1.

Limitations and directions for further research

This study has focused on the socio-political dimensions of fee-free educational policies 
and drawn conclusions from the experiences and perspectives of a range of stakeholders. 
Others from different fields of study, such as economics, may disagree, interpreting this 
framework differently. Notwithstanding these limitations, the study provides insights 
into an influential case that helps explain and understand the factors and mechanisms 
that facilitated the adoption of fee-free educational policies in Ghana.

Furthermore, the implication for young democracies of the strong involvement of 
electoral politics in the adoption of fee-free educational policies is that the former will 
also strongly affect the future of such policies. This issue is particularly relevant 
because the current framework of fee-free educational policies lacks strict laws that 

Table 2. Fee-free educational policy in Ghana. Main findings through the lens of the Multiple Streams 
Framework (MSF).
Problem stream Poverty as a major reason for low enrollment in upper secondary education has long been 

recognized as a problem;
International and civil society actors played at best a marginal role in putting the issue on the 

agenda;
The presidential candidates were the effective problem brokers.

Policy stream Uncrystallized policy community, no discernible influence of policy experts from outside the 
government;

No evidence of screening of policy alternatives for their feasibility (a softening-up process).
Political stream A shift in national mood concerning educational policy preceded the policy change;

Presidential campaigns and partisan politics were the drivers of the changing national mood;
Forming a political majority was a smooth process in the context of Ghana’s presidential system. 

Policy window The political stream played a dominant role not only in decision-making but also in agenda-setting; 
Policy windows for educational policy change in Ghana opened during presidential election 

campaign periods.
Policy 

entrepreneur
Presidents (prior to being elected: presidential candidates) were the main political entrepreneurs 

and acted as policy entrepreneurs in the adoption of both the Progressive Free Senior High School 
policy and the Free Senior High School policy.

Source: Authors’ construction.
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oblige (subsequent) governments to continue with their implementation. What happens 
when an incumbent political party and/or leader has no belief in or ideological preference 
for continuing such a policy? What if (the head of) the executive has an interest in adopt-
ing such a policy, but parliament is unwilling to approve the related budget expenditure 
when the executive does not have a clear majority (in the case of a presidential system)? 
These scenarios need to be studied in younger democracies – namely, the future of fee- 
free educational policies vis-à-vis changes in political structures.

Finally, the study used a single country case study and examined one policy field: edu-
cation. Further studies can use our conclusions to investigate different policy fields or 
cases and validate or refute these findings about the application of MSF in the context 
of young/fragile democracies.

Notes

1. Upper secondary education is often referred to as “senior secondary school,” “senior high 
school,” or “high school.” We use these terms interchangeably throughout the study. 
They all refer to Level 3 of the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 3).

2. Except for the interviews with the World Bank and United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) representatives. These two interviews were con-
ducted via phone and Microsoft Teams due to organizational restrictions associated with 
COVID-19 and time schedules.
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Appendix
Table A1.  Distribution of interview participants.
Category of respondents Number of respondent(s) Respondent’s code(s)
Former deputy minister for education 1 #01
Minister for Education 1 #02
NDC Member of Parliament, education committee 1 #03
NPP Member of Parliament, education committee 1 #04
Senior high school head 2 #05 and #06
Retired educationist 1 #07
National Association of Graduate Teachers 1 #08
Concerned Teachers Association 1 #09
Ghana National Education Campaign Coalition 1 #10
IMANI Center for Policy and Education, Ghana 1 #11
Civil servant (senior staff of Ministry of Education) 2 #12 to #13
World Bank representative 1 #14
UNESCO representative 1 #15
NDC political party representative 1 #16
NPP political party representative 1 #17
Free senior high school national coordinator 1 #18
Total 18

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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