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INTRODUCTION

Research in a variety of contexts suggests that migration increases the risk of union 

dissolution (e.g., Boyle et al. 2008; Frank and Wildsmith 2004; Landale and Ogena 1995; 

Muszynska and Kulu 2007). These studies typically point to the strain caused by spousal 

separation as the underlying cause of this greater risk. However, migration also has the 

potential to increase earnings and household wealth, and improved economic conditions 

generally reduce the risk of divorce (e.g., Ono 1998; South and Lloyd 1995). The exact 

mechanisms of the influence of migration on marital stability are still not well understood, 

and the relative importance of spousal separation and economic contributions are likely to 

vary depending both on the specific nature of the migration experience and marriage 

relationship and the broader context of migration and marriage systems. In today’s sub-

Saharan Africa, where marital instability is high (Clark and Brauner-Otto 2015; Reniers 

2003) and where temporary or circular male migration is a widely-exercised household 

economic strategy and an accepted or even expected part of marriage (Agadjanian 2008), the 

relationship between migration and marital dynamics is a particularly important topic for 

investigation.

In this study, we use longitudinal data to examine the complex associations between male 

labor migration and union dissolution in rural southern Mozambique, a setting where rates 

of male labor migration are high and the economic returns to such migration are highly 

variable. We move beyond previous research that treats all migrants equally in assessing the 

impact of migration on marital stability. Instead, following microeconomic models of 

marriage that emphasize the importance of spouses’ financial contributions to the household 

(Becker 1981; Oppenheimer 1997), we use a more nuanced measure of migration that 

accounts for variation in the economic benefits of men’s migration for their left-behind 

household members. In addition, we integrate women’s decision-making autonomy into our 

conceptual framework in order to better understand how broader gender dynamics may 

condition the impact of migration on marriage outcomes.
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SETTING

This analysis is based on data from a longitudinal survey carried out in rural areas of Gaza 

province in southern Mozambique, one of the poorest countries in the world. The study area 

is characterized by low-yield subsistence farming, with limited opportunities for non-

agricultural employment. As in other parts of sub-Saharan Africa (Locoh and Mouvagha-

Sow 2008; Weisner et al. 1997), the institution of marriage in the area has undergone 

considerable change in recent decades (Arnaldo 2004). However, the economic and social 

functions of marriage continue to be central to societal reproduction. The lineage system in 

southern Mozambique, as in much of southern Africa, is patrilineal. Traditional marriage 

there is typically virilocal and bridewealth-based: women move to their husband’s village on 

marriage, often into his parents’ compound, and children are considered part of their father’s 

family and stay with him in the case of marital dissolution (Junod 1962). Although women 

participate intensively in agricultural production and make substantial contributions to 

household maintenance, men are considered to have primary responsibility for the financial 

stability of the family, particularly for wage labor. Male labor migration has both reflected 

and strengthened this gendered division of labor (Loforte 2000).

Male labor migration from rural southern Mozambique has been going on for generations. 

While some local men look for work in the nation’s cities, especially the capital Maputo, 

most labor migration from rural southern Mozambique has been to the Republic of South 

Africa, Mozambique’s much more prosperous neighbor. Initially, that migration was 

directed toward South Arica’s mining centers (Crush, Jeeves, and Yudelman 1991). Both the 

entry of Mozambicans into South Africa and their employment in its mining sector were 

strictly regulated, and men who were recruited to work in the mines could rely on relatively 

stable income, part of which was transferred by employers to migrants’ families directly. 

The dismantlement of the South African apartheid regime in the middle of the 1990s led to 

both a gradual liberalization of border crossing and increased political pressures within 

South Africa against using migrant labor. As a result, labor migration to South Africa from 

neighboring countries, including Mozambique, has increased in volume yet has also shifted 

toward the informal economy (Crush and Frayne 2010; de Vletter 2007). For the growing 

number of Mozambican migrants who are employed in the informal sector, often illegally, 

jobs and earnings are insecure and unpredictable. At the same time, the temporal pattern of 

male migration has remained rather consistent: migration is a multiyear practice, and 

because agricultural work rests almost entirely on women’s shoulders, migrant men are 

typically absent for most of the year, returning home for brief periods around Christmas and 

New Year and sometimes for Easter (Agadjanian, Menjívar, and Cau 2013). Finally, while 

male labor migration in this setting has been normative and widespread, women’s migration 

for work remains uncommon.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Decisions about marital dissolution reflect a complex process that incorporates assessments 

of marital quality or satisfaction, evaluation of financial benefits of marriage, and possible 

attempts to change aspects of the relationship or distribution of resources (Amato 2010; 
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Brines and Joyner 1999; Gottman and Notarius 2000; Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010). In our 

conceptualization, migration influences all the three components of this process.

Migration-induced strains and marital stability

In the study site, men’s labor migration typically entails prolonged separation of migrant 

men from their non-migrating marital partners. Physical separation of spouses limits contact 

and communication between them, reduces emotional intimacy, and makes it difficult to 

provide social, psychological, and practical support. Hence, men’s migration may reduce 

positive social support and marital satisfaction, thereby increasing the risk of marital 

dissolution (Amato and Rogers 1997; Bradbury and Karney 2004; White and Booth 1991). 

Furthermore, living apart makes it easier for both husband and wife to form alternative 

partnerships, which in turn may weaken the spousal relationship and increase risks of 

marital dissolution (Luke 2010; South and Lloyd 1995). Our first hypothesis posits:

Hypothesis 1: Women with migrant husbands will be more likely to experience 

marital dissolution than women with non-migrant husbands.

Diversity of migration’s economic outcomes and risks of marital dissolution

According to microeconomic theories of marriage, decisions to get or stay married are 

motivated by financial as well as emotional concerns (Becker 1981; Oppenheimer 1997). 

These theories argue that women choose husbands at least in part based on men’s earning 

power, and that divorce occurs when spouses believe they can improve economic wellbeing 

by separating or by finding a different partner. Applied to our setting, this argument would 

imply that migration has the potential to lower divorce rates, but only if it generates 

sufficient economic returns for the migrant’s household. Previous research in this setting has 

demonstrated variation in the association between migration and several family-related 

outcomes based on the economic success of the migrant as assessed by non-migrating family 

members (e.g., Agadjanian, Arnaldo, and Cau 2011; Agadjanian, Yabiku, and Cau 2011; 

Yabiku, Agadjanian and Cau 2012). Building on this research we expect the association 

between migration and marital outcomes to vary according to migration success. 

Specifically, we posit:

Hypothesis 2: Migrant’s economic failure will be associated with an increased risk 

of marital dissolution, whereas migrant’s economic success will be associated with 

a decreased risk of marital dissolution.

Note that Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 may both hold if both mechanisms (physical 

separation and economic outcomes) are at work in this setting. Alternatively, if only one 

mechanism is at work or if one is substantially stronger than the other, only one of the two 

hypotheses may be supported.

The role of women’s autonomy

In order to understand divorce, it also necessary to consider women’s overall ability to make 

and carry out decisions for themselves, an ability that is traditionally limited in this male-

dominated and gender-stratified context (Loforte 2000). Women’s decision-making 

autonomy is a complex and often elusive notion (e.g., Bloom, Wypij, and Das Gupta 2001; 
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Jejeebhoy 2000). While women’s autonomy may be influenced by their schooling, outside-

the-home labor force participation, and access to their households’ economic resources, it is 

not reducible to these characteristics (Yabiku, Agadjanian, and Sevoyan 2010). Instead, 

autonomy implies the capacity both for self-determination and for influencing others to 

effect change in relationships or behaviors.

Research on divorce has argued that women’s independence (financial or otherwise) may 

increase the risk of divorce by improving women’s ability to support themselves without a 

husband or to find a better partner (e.g., Ruggles 1997; Takyi and Broughton 2006). That is, 

women’s autonomy may increase divorce rates by improving women’s alternatives to 

marriage. However, this association is complex and contingent on other individual and 

relationship characteristics. Most notably, autonomy increases divorce risk only in cases 

where women are unhappy in their marriage (Kalmijn, de Graaf, and Poortman 2004; Sayer 

and Bianchi 2000). Furthermore, independence and status also increase women’s voice and 

power within a relationship, allowing them to negotiate changes in spousal behavior or 

distribution of resources (Katz 1997; Lundberg and Pollak 1996). Research showing that 

women’s autonomy is associated with higher divorce rates has primarily been carried out in 

Western contexts where women have economic opportunities and social identities outside of 

marriage. However, in contexts where women’s social position is primarily determined by 

marriage and family relationships and where employment options outside subsistence 

agriculture are very limited, women may strongly prefer to stay married, and thus may seek 

to influence men’s behavior within a marriage rather than leave the marriage. Consistent 

with this possibility, some research in sub-Saharan Africa has found that women’s autonomy 

is associated with lower divorce rates (e.g., Hertrich 2014). This association, however, is 

contingent on the marital partners’ communication. Qualitative research in our study setting 

has shown that husband’s migration greatly constrains spousal communication, especially on 

such sensitive matters as marital fidelity or HIV risks (Agadjanian, Menjívar, and Cau 2013). 

The ability of migrants’ wives to negotiate with their husbands and to effect changes within 

marital relationships is therefore also likely to be limited compared to that of non-migrants’ 

wives. Of course, the fate of both migrant and non-migrant marriages in this patriarchal 

setting is determined largely by men’s decisions; yet, prior qualitative research suggests that 

women can exercise considerable agency and influence in shaping marital outcomes.

To summarize, building on existing research literature, we propose that (a) women’s 

autonomy is most salient for marital stability when marital satisfaction is low; and (b) 

women’s autonomy is more likely to result in divorce when husbands are migrants, and may 

even be positively associated with marital stability when husbands are present. Consistent 

with hypotheses 1 and 2, we assume that marital satisfaction is lower for women married to 

migrant husbands and especially for migrant husbands who are not economically successful. 

Hence, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3: Among women married to migrants, autonomy will be associated 

with increased risks of marital dissolution, whereas among women married to non-

migrants, autonomy will be associated with reduced risks of marital dissolution.
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Hypothesis 4: The positive association of women’s autonomy with divorce among 

women married to migrants will be stronger for women married to unsuccessful 

migrants.

DATA AND METHODS

The survey on which this analysis is based was carried out in 56 randomly selected villages 

in four districts of Gaza province. In the first wave of the survey, conducted in the middle of 

2006, 1680 women (30 women in each village) in marital union aged 18–40 were 

interviewed. The notion of marriage in this setting is fluid and its complete formalization 

even within the customary, bridewealth-based system, is a prolonged process (cf. Meekers 

1992). Because of this fluidity, an inclusive definition of marital union was applied in the 

survey: any woman who, in her own words, had a husband, was considered to be in a marital 

union regardless of whether that union was a customary (bridewealth-based) or legal 

marriage (very rare in the study setting) or whether it was what in the western context is 

usually referred to as cohabitation. Accordingly, we use the terms “married” and “being in 

union” interchangeably.

In each village, the survey sample was designed so as to assure a balanced representation of 

women married to migrants (regardless of destination) and non-migrants. The village 

population was first canvassed to identify households with women married to migrants and 

women married to non-migrants. Each of the two categories of households constituted a 

separate sampling frame from which fifteen households were drawn randomly. In each 

selected household, one married woman of eligible age was selected for a face-to-face 

survey interview. The total sample consisted of 1678 women; 41% of them were married to 

migrants (more than 80% of whom worked in South Africa). The survey covered a variety of 

sociodemographic and ethnocultural characteristics and collected detailed information on 

husbands’ work and migration (for women married to migrants). A separate module of the 

instrument was devoted to respondents’ decision-making autonomy.

In the middle of 2009 the same women were revisited for a second wave of interviews. The 

Wave 2 survey had a similar format and included similar modules. After the main fieldwork 

two more attempts were made to locate and interview respondents who could not be found 

or were not available at the first attempt. Overall, the sample retention rate was around 84%, 

which is comparable or superior to that of longitudinal surveys in similar settings (cf. 

Thornton 2008); almost all women who could not be interviewed had either died or moved 

out of the area. For all women not interviewed in the three data collection attempts of the 

second wave, interviews were carried out with a household member, neighbor, or other 

person who knew the women well; these “proxy interviews” (n=240) were aimed in part at 

reconstructing the women’s marital, reproductive, and mobility history. Combining 

information from interviews with available original respondents and from proxy interviews, 

we were able to ascertain marital status in the middle of 2009 for almost all Wave 1 

respondents. Our analytical sample, for which both the Wave 2 marital status and 

information on all covariates are available, consists of 1568 women, or 96% of the 1638 

respondents of Wave 1 who were still alive in mid-2009.

Agadjanian and Hayford Page 5

J Fam Issues. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 August 08.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



The outcome variable is whether the union reported by a respondent in Wave 1 was 

dissolved by Wave 2. Due to the earlier mentioned fluid nature of marriage in the study 

setting, and correspondingly, the fine line that separates “formal” and “informal” marital 

unions, we cannot distinguish between “divorce” and “separation” (and in fact, would argue 

that such a distinction has little heuristic or practical value). Even in more developed 

contexts, studies often combine divorce and separation analytically (e.g., Hirschman and 

Teerawichitchainan 2003; Martin and Bumpass 1989; Schoen 1992). Accordingly, we use 

the terms “marital dissolution,” “divorce,” and “separation” interchangeably. Because 

divorce and separation, like marriage, are often an extended process rather than a discrete 

event, it is difficult to pinpoint the exact timing of marital dissolution. Informants in the 

proxy interviews were therefore not asked for the month of marital dissolution.

The main predictor of interest is husband’s migration status as reported in Wave 1. First, we 

contrast women whose husbands were migrants with those whose husbands were not. The 

vast majority of migrant husbands in the sample were in South Africa, but some men were 

working in Mozambique’s capital or another city in Mozambique. Because in this setting the 

nature of migration and its social and economic consequences for sending households are 

similar for internal and international migrants, we do not distinguish between these two 

categories. However, within the migrant-husband subsample we distinguish between women 

married to more and less successful migrants. Following an earlier approach (e.g., 

Agadjanian, Arnaldo, and Cau 2011; Agadjanian, Yabiku, and Cau 2011; Yabiku, 

Agadjanian and Cau 2012), economic success is defined based on a respondent’s assessment 

of whether the living conditions in her household had improved, worsened, or remained the 

same as a result of her husband’s migration; “successful” migrants are those for whom 

economic conditions improved.

The second predictor of interest is women’s decision-making autonomy. We operationalize 

autonomy using a scale constructed on the basis of respondents’ answers to eight questions 

in the autonomy module of the Wave 1 questionnaire. The questions were formulated so as 

to find out whether respondents needed permission from their husbands or in-laws (with 

whom they typically reside in their husbands’ absence) to visit relatives or friends, travel to 

the district capital, spend money on family and own needs, work outside the home, use 

family planning, or take an HIV test. The scale has high internal consistency, with 

Cronbach’s alpha of .78. Although this variable does not directly measure how decisions 

about maintaining or dissolving a marital union are made, information about women’s 

ability to make a variety of important personal and household decisions independently from 

their husbands and in-laws can serve as a proxy for their ability to influence the outcome of 

their marital unions. We tested both linear and non-linear (categorical, quadratic) 

specifications of the relationship between women’s autonomy and marital dissolution. 

Model fit was not significantly better in the non-linear vs. linear specifications. We therefore 

opted to treat autonomy as continuous variable and test for its linear association with marital 

dissolution.

Models also include individual-, couple-, household-, and village-level characteristics that 

have been shown to be associated with divorce in previous research (Fan and Lui 2004; 

Heaton 2002; Lee 2006; Lehrer 2004; Martin 2006; Pison 1986; Reniers 2003). These 
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characteristics are measured at Wave 1. The models control for respondent’s age, duration of 

current marriage (both linear and quadratic), number of children with the Wave 1 husband, 

education, non-family work, and religious affiliation. Four measures of marital relationship 

and stability are included. The first of them is a dichotomy of whether or not the respondent 

had been previously in a marital union. The models also control for whether the 

respondent’s marriage was monogamous or polygynous at Wave 1. The bridewealth status of 

the union is operationalized as a dichotomy—at least some bridewealth paid vs. no 

bridewealth paid. In parts of sub-Saharan Africa greatly affected by the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic, such as our study setting, concerns about HIV transmission have been a strong 

motivation for divorce (Porter et al. 2004; Reniers 2008); we therefore control for 

respondents’ worries about getting infected with HIV by their husbands (respondents’ HIV 

status is not available).

Two measures of household economic status are also used as controls. One is a material 

possession scale based on household ownership of such consumer items as radio, bicycle, 

motorcycle, and automobile; the other is cattle ownership (a dichotomy—household owns 

any vs. none), which is a largely symbolic measure of household wealth and status in that 

rural society. In addition, models include a measure of whether in-laws are living in the 

household. Finally, the prevalence of migration in the community is approximated by the 

ratio of the number of households with at least one migrant man to the number of 

households without migrant men in the village households as recorded during the pre-survey 

canvassing.

Means and standard deviations for the dependent variable and all predictor variables are 

shown in Table 1. Multivariate analyses use binary logistic regression to model the 

dichotomous outcome (marriage dissolved vs. not dissolved). All predictor variables were 

measured at Wave 1; the outcome variable, whether the marriage ended, was measured at 

Wave 2 from interviews with respondents or from proxy interviews (the actual dissolution of 

marriage could have taken place at any point over the three-year period between Wave 1 and 

Wave 2). Because the survey respondents were clustered in villages and therefore could 

share some unobserved characteristics related to divorce, we employ a random-intercept 

approach allowing the intercept to vary randomly across villages. The models are fitted 

using the GLIMMIX procedure in SAS, version 9.

To test our first hypothesis, we compare women who were married to migrants with women 

married to non-migrants. To test Hypothesis 2, we subdivide the migrant-husband subsample 

on the basis of migration success. To test Hypotheses 3 and 4, we add interactions of the 

autonomy score with the husband’s migration status variables.

RESULTS

Descriptive results

Table 2 presents the percentage of Wave 1 respondents who were divorced or separated by 

Wave 2 among all respondents for whom this information is available for the entire sample 

and by husband’s migration category. The rate of marital dissolution in the sample was quite 

high: overall, 13.0% of the married women interviewed at Wave 1 were divorced or 
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separated three years later. The percentage of those divorced/separated was only slightly 

higher among women married to migrants than women married to non-migrants, 13.3% vs. 

12.7%. However, this similarity conceals the contrasting experiences of women married to 

more successful migrants and those married to less successful migrants: among the latter, the 

share of those whose unions ended in dissolution was more than double that among the 

former (18.1% vs. 8.7%). Table 2 also shows the percentage of those divorced/separated by 

their autonomy score (from 1 to 7). The percent divorced/separated is highest at the lowest 

end of the autonomy scale, declines as autonomy rises, and then increases again slightly at 

the highest end of the autonomy scale distribution.

Table 3 displays average autonomy scores for respondents whose union ended in divorce/

separation and for respondents whose union remained intact at Wave 2 by their husbands’ 

migration status at Wave 1. Overall, women who would eventually divorce or separate 

scored slightly lower on the autonomy score than women who would remain married. 

However, the gap between the two categories appeared large only among women married to 

non-migrants: non-migrants’ wives who found themselves divorced/separated by Wave 2 

had had a lower autonomy score at Wave 1 than women married to migrants. While the 

average autonomy scores were identical between women in intact and dissolved unions in 

the less-successful migrant category, divorced/separated women who had been married to 

more successful migrants had a slightly higher mean autonomy score than their counterparts 

in intact unions (5.1% vs. 4.6%). However, these differences are not statistically significant.

Multivariate results

Table 4 displays the results of four random intercept logistic regression models predicting 

divorce or separation by Wave 2 from individual and household characteristics reported at 

Wave 1. Models A and B include only main effects of migration and autonomy, while 

Models C and D include interactions between the two predictors. In each set of models, the 

first models (A and C) use a dichotomous measure of migration, while the second models (B 

and D) distinguish between more and less successful migrants.

In Model A, the likelihood of experiencing marital dissolution does not vary significantly 

between migrants’ and non-migrants’ wives (and the magnitude of the coefficient is small). 

Hypothesis 1 is therefore not supported. The autonomy score coefficient is negative but is 

not statistically significant either. To test Hypothesis 2, we break down the migrant husband 

category by migration economic success (Model B). Paralleling the bivariate associations 

(Table 3), women married to more successful migrants are less likely than women married to 

non-migrants to experience marital dissolution, whereas women married to less successful 

migrants are more likely to experience dissolution. Although neither category of migrants’ 

wives are significantly different from non-migrants’ wives, women in the two migration 

success categories are significantly different from each other (the results of the model 

contrasting the two categories of migrants are not shown but are available upon request). 

Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported with respect to the diverging effects of more successful vs. 

less successful migration.

In Model C, we add interaction between husband’s migration status (migrant vs. non-

migrant) and wife’s autonomy score. Compared to Model A, the picture changes 
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considerably: the main-effect coefficients for both migration status and the autonomy score 

are now statistically significant. The interaction term has a positive sign and is also 

significant. The results suggest that being married to a migrant is negatively associated with 

the probability of marital dissolution at the lowest level of autonomy, but as autonomy 

among migrants’ wives rises, the probability of their unions ending in divorce/separation 

also rises. Looked at from the autonomy perspective, the results suggest that higher 

autonomy is associated with a lower likelihood of marital dissolution among women married 

to non-migrants but this relationship is reversed among migrants’ wives, consistent with 

Hypothesis 3. However, Model C also yields the unexpected result that husband’s migration 

is negatively associated with marital dissolution at the lower levels of autonomy.

The last model, Model D in Table 4, tests Hypothesis 4 by adding interactions of autonomy 

with perceived migration success. The results of this model are also graphically displayed in 

Figure 1. The main effect terms for migration in this model suggest that the negative 

association between migration and marital dissolution for women with low autonomy found 

in Model C is concentrated among women married to more successful migrants. Although 

the coefficient for less successful migrants is negative, it is not statistically different from 

zero. Thus, among women with low autonomy, it is primarily the women reaping economic 

benefits from their husbands’ absence who experience lower rates of marital dissolution. 

Both terms for interaction between migration success and autonomy have statistically 

significant positive coefficients; whereas the magnitude of the coefficient of the interaction 

term for more successful migrants is somewhat larger, the difference between the two 

interaction term coefficients is not statistically significant (not shown). These interactions 

show that higher autonomy is associated with a higher probability of marital dissolution 

among both wives of more successful migrants and wives of less successful migrants. 

Overall, contrary to Hypothesis 4, the results do not suggest substantial difference in the 

association between autonomy and union dissolution across the two categories of migrants’ 

wives.

Results for other covariates are also noteworthy. The likelihood of divorce first rises and then 

declines as the duration of union increases. It is negatively associated with the number of 

children. Being in a polygynous marriage significantly increases the chances of divorce/

separation, while being in a union cemented by at least partial transfer of bridewealth is 

associated with a lower likelihood of marital dissolution (the latter association is marginally 

significant). Having been in a marital union before tends to increase the likelihood of 

divorce (the coefficient is marginally significant). Education shows a net negative 

relationship with the likelihood of divorce. Being worried about contracting HIV from the 

husband is positively associated with the likelihood of marital dissolution. Cattle ownership 

is negatively (even if marginally) related to divorce, but household material status is not. The 

effects of the other controls do not reach statistical significance.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The foregoing analysis produced instructive insights into the relationship between men’s 

migration and marital stability in a rural sub-Saharan setting of rapid social change with 

traditionally high levels of labor migration but also an increasing diversity of migration 
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outcomes. It illustrated how male labor migration, once a normative process and an integral 

part of family life, may be associated with the erosion of the marital bond if it ceases to 

produce expected economic returns for the household. Contrary to the findings of studies in 

the North American and European settings (e.g., Boyle et al. 2008; Frank and Wildsmith 

2004; Landale and Ogena, 1995; Muszynska and Kulu 2008), the analysis did not detect any 

net impact of husband’s migration on the likelihood of marital dissolution. However, the 

results showed that the apparent null relationship between migration and marital stability 

concealed divergent associations for more and less successful migration, and the analysis 

highlighted important connections between migration, economic outcomes, and women’s 

autonomy. These results illustrate what an earlier study of migration in this setting defined 

as the normatively disruptive nature of male labor out-migration (Agadjanian, Yabiku, and 

Cau 2011). While men’s migration separates marital partners and may cause some 

psychological and social tensions between them, this separation is built into the local 

marriage system—and is seen as a normal marital arrangement as long as it yields expected 

material gains.

Our analysis also detected instructive moderating effects. Specifically, while wife’s decision-

making autonomy was associated with reduced likelihood of dissolution in unions of non-

migrant husbands, greater autonomy among women married to migrants was associated with 

increased probability of union dissolution. Although we had predicted that the association 

between union dissolution and autonomy would be different for women married to more and 

less successful migrants, the magnitude of the association was similar in the two groups. The 

association between autonomy and union dissolution thus does not appear to be driven by 

women’s perception of benefits derived from their husbands’ migration. Instead, the 

physical presence of the husband may be the primary factor shaping this association between 

autonomy and divorce. Why is autonomy negatively associated with the likelihood of 

divorce among women married to non-migrants? In the absence of specialized data on the 

nature and content of marital relationship and interactions, we cannot offer a definite answer 

to this question. It may be, we surmise, that women married to non-migrant men are able to 

deploy their decision-making power to negotiate their relationships with their husbands and 

to effect changes in their behavior so as to maintain and even strengthen their marital bond. 

In comparison, negotiating with migrant husbands is greatly hindered by physical 

separations of the spouses. In addition, migrants’ prolonged immersion in a male-only social 

milieu that enhances the narrative of masculinity and men’s preeminence (e.g., Campbell 

1997) may heighten the communication barriers between them and their left-behind wives.

Our study is not without limitations. Because our measure of marital dissolution does not 

include the date of divorce/separation, we are unable to use event history analysis to account 

for censoring of observations. Although a relatively short, three-year span between the two 

survey waves instills confidence in the use of predictors measured at the first wave, it does 

not allow for an analysis of longer-term trends. Furthermore, our longitudinal data, while 

enabling us to separate the predictors and the outcome in time, do not contain any 

information on the quality of marital relationships prior to the first survey wave. Thus some 

of the unions that dissolved between Wave 1 and Wave 2 were likely to have been on a 

trajectory toward dissolution prior to the first wave of the survey. In fact, less successful 

migration, i.e., perceived lack or insufficiency of material benefits from migration, can 
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already be a sign of a weakening marriage, and vice versa, migration success can reflect a 

stronger marital bond. However, our inability to pinpoint the onset of changes in marital 

relationships relative to the dynamics of migration remittances does not challenge our 

general assumption that migration success or failure can be a step in the process of marital 

dissolution. In particular, men’s migration is unlikely to be caused by deterioration of 

marriage quality. Although in some contexts men might initiate migration in order to move 

away from an unhappy marriage, in this male-dominated setting a more common response to 

this situation might be to send a wife away or enter into a polygamous relationship. Besides, 

as we noted earlier, male migration in this setting is a socially normative and culturally 

routinized practice. Thus reverse causation is unlikely to affect our results.

Another limitation of the study is our inability to ascertain whether marital dissolution was 

initiated by the wife or the husband and especially how this varied by wife’s autonomy level. 

It is plausible, for example, that higher-autonomy women would be more likely to initiate 

divorce/separation than lower-autonomy ones. However, determining at whose initiative a 

marriage dissolves would be extremely challenging in a setting where the majority of 

marriages are not legally formalized. In fact, this information is rarely collected in surveys 

even in western settings, where both marriage and divorce can be more precisely defined and 

measured and where divorce is initiated by one or both spouses through a formal legal 

procedure. It is also possible that some of the respondents reclassified their status from 

having a husband to not having one simply based on their perception of the strength of their 

“marital” bond. This and other limitations notwithstanding, our study provides a valuable 

illustration of how labor migration and gender ideologies are jointly linked to the stability of 

marital unions.

In considering the effects of migration on marital dynamics in sub-Saharan Africa, it is 

important to see the role of changing migration patterns and returns in the broader context of 

the dramatic social transformation of Africa’s rural communities and of their marriage 

systems in particular. As in more developed settings (e.g., Bumpass, Rindfuss, and Tsuya 

2009; Ono 2006; Ruggles 1997), these processes in the sub-Saharan context are rooted in 

economic modernization and the rise of individualism, which, in turn, change the 

relationship between the nuclear family and kinship networks, shift the relative positions and 

roles of men and women in society, and transform gender and marital norms, expectations, 

and relationships (Goode 1993; Reniers 2003; Takyi and Broughton 2006). In that context, 

trends in marital dissolution are also increasingly conditioned on the acceptability of 

remarriage. While remarriage of widows, often into polygynous unions, has always been 

common, remarriage of divorced women, once strongly frowned upon, is also on the rise, 

especially if the bridewealth requirements in the dissolved marriage were not met. Future 

research on migration and marriage must take these complex interconnections into account.
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Figure 1. Predicted probability of marital dissolution by Wave 2, by husband’s migration status 
and wife’s decision-making autonomy in Wave 1
Note: Predicted probabilities based on Table 4, Model D. Husband’s migration status and 

women’s autonomy score as shown. Control variables are set at the mean or modal values.
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Table 1.

Distribution of all variables

Mean/proportion (SD)

Experienced marital dissolution by Wave 2 0.13 (0.34)

Migration status

 Husband is a migrant 0.42 (0.49)

 Husband is a more successful migrant 0.21 (0.41)

 Husband is a less successful migrant 0.21 (0.41)

Decision-making autonomy scale (1–7, mean) 4.60 (1.90)

Age

 Age 20 or under 0.06 (0.23)

 Age 21–25 0.29 (0.45)

 Age 26–30 0.28 (0.45)

 Age 31 or over 0.27 (0.45)

Duration of current marriage (years, mean) 7.61 (5.28)

Number of children (mean) 2.25 (1.66)

Education

 No formal education 0.26 (0.44)

 Education, 1–4 years 0.45 (0.50)

 Education, 5 or more years 0.28 (0.45)

Working for income 0.21 (0.41)

Marriage characteristics

 At least some bridewealth paid 0.40 (0.49)

 Not first marriage 0.14 (0.35)

 Polygynous marriage 0.21 (0.40)

Belongs to organized religion 0.14 (0.34)

Worried about getting HIV from husband 0.84 (0.37)

Household material possessions scale (1–4, mean) 2.09 (0.96)

Household owns cattle 0.31 (0.46)

Co-resident in-laws 0.39 (0.49)

HH with migrants/HH without migrants in village 1.29 (0.57)

Note: All variables measured in Wave 1 except marital dissolution.
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Table 2.

Marital dissolution rates by husband’s migration status and wife’s autonomy score

Characteristics in Wave 1 Percent divorced/separated by Wave 2

All 13.0

Husband’s migration status

 Husband is not a migrant 12.7

 Husband is any migrant 13.3

 Husband is a more successful migrant 8.7

 Husband is a less successful migrant 18.1

Wife’s autonomy score

 1 19.6

 2 15.3

 3 13.7

 4 11.2

 5 9.9

 6 12.4

 7 13.4
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Table 3.

Average autonomy score (1–7) by husband’s migration status in Wave 1 and divorce/separation status in Wave 

2

Divorced or separated Not divorced or separated

All 4.4 4.6

Husband’s migration status

 Husband is not a migrant 3.9 4.5

 Husband is any migrant 5.0 4.9

 Husband is a more successful migrant 5.1 4.6

 Husband is a less successful migrant 5.0 5.0
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