
UCLA
UCLA Previously Published Works

Title
When leaving is normal and staying is novel: Men's labor migration and 
women's employment in rural Mozambique.

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2gn3q8cd

Journal
Migration Studies, 9(3)

ISSN
2049-5838

Authors
Agadjanian, Victor
Hayford, Sarah R
Oh, ByeongDon

Publication Date
2021-12-15

DOI
10.1093/migration/mnz043
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2gn3q8cd
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


When leaving is normal and
staying is novel: Men’s labor
migration and women’s
employment in rural Mozambique

Victor Agadjanian�,y, Sarah R. Hayfordz and ByeongDon Oh§

yDepartment of Sociology, University of California-Los Angeles, Los Angeles CA, 90095, USA
zDepartment of Sociology, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio, 43210, USA
§Department of Sociology, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas, 66045, USA
�Corresponding author. Email: agadjanian@soc.ucla.edu

Abstract

Considerable cross-national research has examined the impact of international labor

migration on livelihoods in sending households and communities. Although findings

vary across contexts, the general underlying assumption of this research is that migra-

tion represents a novel income-generating alternative to local employment. While

engaging with this assumption, we also argue that in many sending communities

where labor migration has been going on for generations, it is the decision not to

migrate and instead to pursue local livelihood opportunities that might constitute a

true departure from the expected behavior. Importantly, both the decisions to migrate

and not to migrate are part of a household strategy shaped by gendered negotiation

and bargaining. Building on these propositions, we use rich survey data from rural

Mozambique, a typical setting of long-established large-scale international male labor

out-migration, to examine married women’s gainful employment outside subsistence

agriculture as it relates to their husbands’ migration or local work. We find a somewhat

lower likelihood of employment among migrants’ wives, compared with nonmigrants’

wives, and this pattern strengthens with increased duration of migration. However, we

also find substantial differences among nonmigrants’ wives: women married to locally

employed men have themselves by far the highest probability of employment, while

wives of nonemployed men are no different from migrants’ wives, net of other factors.

These findings are discussed in light of interconnected gendered complexities of both

migration-related and local labor market constraints and choices.
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1. Introduction

As migration increases in volume and diversity worldwide, a growing number of studies

have addressed its complex and multifaceted economic and social consequences for non-

migrating household members (Zachariah, Mathew and Irudaya 2001; World Bank 2006;

Arias 2013). Labor market behavior of nonmigrants has been one of the main foci of this

scholarship, and the literature, with few exceptions, typically concludes that migration is

associated with decreased likelihood of labor force participation among nonmigrating

household members: remittances received from the migrant reduce the financial need

for employment, while the migrant’s absence increases the burden of household duties

that those household members are left to shoulder (Rodriguez and Tiongson 2001;

Funkhouser 2006; Kim 2007; Acosta, Lartey and Mandelman 2009; Grigorian and

Melkonyan 2011; Justino and Shemyakina 2012; Mughal and Makhlouf 2013). In this

study, we test this general proposition by using rich survey data from rural southern

Mozambique, a setting of large-scale labor out-migration, to examine employment outside

subsistence agriculture among migrants’ wives.

While analyzing the complexities of social and economic configurations of migrant-

sending households, studies typically treat households without migrants as a homogeneous

comparison group. Moreover, it is also usually implied in the extant scholarship that labor

migration, especially from rural areas, constitutes a novel risk-diversifying economic be-

havior, at least in comparison with subsistence farming, that triggers transformations of

rural households and of rural society in general. However, while migration may indeed

have a profound transformative impact on sending households and communities, local

labor market alternatives to subsistence agriculture may be equally, if not more, conse-

quential for household and individual well-being. In this study, we posit that labor migra-

tion per se is not necessarily an engine of change, especially in resource-limited settings

where it has been going on for generations. We also argue that both in households that opt

for labor migration as an income generator and in households that make a living by com-

plementing or replacing subsistence agriculture with local cash-generating employment,

labor force participation of household members is a coordinated household strategy re-

flecting gendered negotiation and bargaining.

Applying this conceptual lens, we use rich survey data from rural Mozambique, a low-

income sub-Saharan setting with traditionally high levels of male out-migration mainly to

neighboring South Africa, to examine variations in rates of rural women’s employment

outside subsistence agriculture. In doing so, we consider the diversity not only among

households with migrants and with different experiences of labor migration but also

among nonmigrant households. Following the core of the existing scholarship, we first

look at the association of men’s out-migration with their marital partners’ nonfarming

employment. We then move beyond the traditional approach to this association by dis-

aggregating nonmigrants’ wives based on their husbands’ employment—in subsistence

agriculture vs. outside of it. While we find limited evidence that women married to mi-

grants have a lower likelihood of employment than nonmigrant wives as a whole, we detect

a stark difference among nonmigrants’ wives: women who are married to locally employed

men have themselves higher employment rates than those who are married to
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nonemployed men regardless of other characteristics. The similarly low employment prob-

abilities among migrants’ wives and among women married to nonemployed nonmigrants

illustrate, we argue, the role of labor migration as a traditional mechanism of household

reproduction that confines women to subsistence agriculture and household maintenance

duties. In contrast, nonsubsistence employment among women whose husbands work

locally may be seen as part of a relatively novel household livelihood strategy in that con-

text. We conclude by situating our findings within the problematique of gendered migra-

tion-related and local labor market constraints and choices.

2. Background

A substantial body of scholarship has focused on the effects of international migration on

labor force participation outside subsistence agriculture of nonmigrating family members.

While the connection between migration and labor supply in sending areas is complex and

context-specific (Chami et al. 2011; Jackman 2014; López-Feldman and Escalona 2017),

most studies conclude that migration discourages nonmigrating household members from

engaging in paid employment, largely because remittances sent by migrants meet house-

hold financial needs. For example, Rodriguez and Tiongson (2001) found that in the

Philippines international labor migration is associated with lower levels of labor force

participation among nonmigrating relatives. Funkhouser (2006) reached a similar conclu-

sion using longitudinal data from Nicaragua. Acosta, Lartey and Mandelman (2009) re-

ported a negative association between the amount of migrant remittances and labor supply

in nonmigrating households in El Salvador. Grigorian and Melkonyan (2011) documented

a decline in work hours in remittance-receiving households in Armenia. A similar decrease

in labor force participation and work time was found in remittance-receiving households in

Tajikistan (Justino and Shemyakina 2012) and Pakistan (Mughal and Makhlouf 2013). Kim

(2007) also reported a negative effect of migrant remittances on labor force participation in

Jamaica even though the association between receipt of remittance and working hours was

not significant in that context.

In addition to the impact of remittances on household economic conditions, labor

migration may influence the employment patterns of nonmigrant household members

through its effects on labor supply. For example, in rural China, women’s involvement

in subsistence farming often increases as a result of out-migration of other adult household

members, largely to offset the loss of migrants’ agricultural labor (Mu and van de Walle

2011; Démurger and Li 2013). In addition to rising demands on nonmigrating family

members’ agricultural labor, their paid employment may also be hindered by the increase

of their share of household duties and physical work burden as a result of migration

(Rodriguez and Tiongson 2001; Maharjan, Bauer and Knerr 2012; Khan and

Valatheeswaran 2016). In fact, Binzel and Assaad (2011) have argued that the need to

replace migrants’ farm and household labor is a more important reason for lower employ-

ment rates among nonmigrating family members than any improvement of household

financial security through migrant remittances.

Finally, some qualitative evidence points to the role of gendered power dynamics in the

low labor force participation of migrants’ wives. This evidence documents migrant

MEN’S LABOR MIGRATION AND WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT � 1013



husbands’ frequent opposition to their nonmigrating wives’ gainful employment, especially

in highly patriarchal settings, where husbands’ normative authority is further reinforced by

their migration status. In such settings, some migrants would not allow their wives to work

outside the home because the wives’ work and income might threaten the men’s decision-

making dominance and might also send a message to the community that their migration is

not generating enough returns to ensure household material well-being (Menjı́var and

Agadjanian 2007; Menjı́var 2011).

Yet, several studies have questioned the negative connection between migration and local

employment of nonmigrating household members. Thus, Cox-Edwards and Rodrı́guez-

Oreggia (2009), in an analysis of migration and remittance data from Mexico, found only

limited evidence that migration remittances affect labor force participation of nonmigrat-

ing household members. And Urama et al. (2017) in their study in Nigeria detected a

negative effect of migration remittances on labor supply only among certain segments of

the nonmigrating population, such as self-employed farmers, adolescents, and elderly per-

sons. Research has also shown that the association of migration with local employment may

differ between urban and rural sending settings. Thus, Aysa and Massey (2004) in their

study in Mexico found a positive effect of men’s migration on women’s employment only

in urban areas, where nonagricultural job opportunities for women are more plentiful than

in the countryside. In contrast, Khan and Valatheeswaran (2016) argued that the impact of

migration on labor supply in rural sending areas is greater than in urban areas.

Importantly, migration scholarship theorizes both migration and labor force participa-

tion of migrants’ left-behind household members as parts of a household’s broader

income-generation and risk-pooling strategy (Cox-Edwards and Rodrı́guez-Oreggia

2009; Stark 1991; Itzigsohn 1995). The ‘intrafamilial contract’ (Stark and Lucas 1988)

shapes its participants’ economic behavior and contributions. More broadly, this perspec-

tive has roots in the new home economics (Becker 1981), which characterizes all family

decisions, including men’s and women’s work, as efforts to maximize collective household

utility. Critiques of the new home economics have challenged the idea that all household

members’ needs are equally accounted for in making such decisions and have pointed to the

importance of power, negotiation, and bargaining in reconciling potentially conflicting

goals (Lundberg and Pollak 1994; Haddad, Hoddinott and Alderman 1997).

In particular, the intra-household division and negotiation of labor are inevitably and

profoundly gendered. In rural subsistence economies, agricultural tasks are usually highly

gender-specialized. For example, in many sub-Saharan settings, women are typically re-

sponsible for such farming tasks as sowing, weeding, and harvesting while men perform

such activities as plowing or guarding the field, as well as the tasks that have higher

perceived social importance, such as cattle husbandry. Hence men’s withdrawal from

their gendered shares of agricultural activities, as typically happens when men migrate,

may not necessarily lead to a compensatory increase of women’s respective shares. At the

same time, the connection between migration and nonmigrants’ employment outside

subsistence farming is also gendered, with the negative effects of migration on local paid

work being generally stronger for left-behind women than men as women are more likely to

exit the labor market, or less likely to enter it, once the flow of remittances is established

(Rodriguez and Tiongson 2001; Acosta 2006; Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo 2006; Lokshin

and Glinskaya 2009; Mendola and Carletto 2012). For nonmigrating wives, the negative
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effects tend to strengthen with increased duration (Agadjanian and Sevoyan 2014), as well

as distance (Wouterse and Taylor 2008) of the husband’s migration.

While the household negotiations of labor market engagement are complex, there is no

empirical basis to expect that the mechanisms, process, and outcomes of these negotiations

should be fundamentally different between households with and without migrants (Nobles

and McKelvey 2015). Yet, while examining the connections between men’s migration and

their marital partners’ employment, much of migration scholarship tends to treat the

households that do not experience migration as a uniform comparison group. In this

study, we argue that not unlike the employment of migrants’ wives, labor force participa-

tion of nonmigrants’ wives is part of a household economic strategy and is collectively

negotiated, deployed, and ensured as such. Hence, employment choices and decisions of

women arise in coordination with those of their marital partners whether those partners

migrate or not, potentially leading to heterogeneity of spousal employment configurations

within both types of households.

3. Hypotheses

Our analysis focuses on women’s work outside subsistence agriculture (hereafter also

simply ‘employment’ or ‘work’) in rural Mozambique. Guided by the literature on the

consequences of male labor migration for nonmigrating women’s employment, we start the

analysis by looking at the association between the migration of men and current employ-

ment of their nonmigrating marital partners in our study setting. We look at husband’s

current labor migration status, as well as at the cumulative experience and economic out-

comes of his migration. Following the predominant empirical evidence, we hypothesize

that wives of current migrants will be less likely to work than those of nonmigrants, re-

gardless of other factors (Hypothesis 1). Shifting attention to the cumulative effect of

migration, we also posit that material benefits of migration accrue over time and may

persist even after migration ceases. Hence, we hypothesize that, regardless of the husband’s

current migration status, the likelihood of a woman’s current employment will decrease as

the time spent by her husband in migration in the past several years increases (Hypothesis

2). To capture the diversity of migration’s economic outcomes for sending households, we

disaggregate migrants’ wives on the basis of the economic impact of migration on the

household, measured by remittances and other transfers. We hypothesize that the negative

effect of migration on women’s employment will be more pronounced among more suc-

cessful migrants (Hypothesis 3).

Pursuing our theoretical quest outlined earlier, in addition to accounting for the diver-

sity of husband’s migration experiences, we seek to capture the heterogeneity of nonmi-

grant men’s employment and its possible implications for their wives’ work. Here, we are

guided by our general assumption that spouses’ employment in nonmigrant families, not

unlike employment of their migration-involved counterparts, is part of coordinated family

economic behavior. In rural settings where men’s labor migration is a well-established and,

in fact, almost traditional family livelihood strategy, men’s local nonagricultural employ-

ment is a relatively novel labor market alternative. However, both men’s labor migration

and their local employment options are reflective of the household gendered division of
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labor. In this sense, therefore, men’s local nonagricultural employment should affect their

marital partners’ engagement in the nonagricultural labor market similarly to how migrant

men’s work affects that of their wives, as both migration and local employment withdraw

men from subsistence farming. Hence, we expect to find the rates of nonfarming employ-

ment among women married to locally employed men to be comparably low as those of

women married to migrant men (Hypothesis 4a). By extension, women whose husbands

are fully engaged in subsistence agriculture should have higher rates of nonagricultural

employment than wives of migrants (Hypothesis 4b).

We proceed with a description of our study setting. We then describe our data and

analytic strategy and present the results of the analysis. We conclude by situating the

findings within a broader context of gendered socioeconomic dynamics in low-income

rural contexts with high prevalence of male international labor out-migration.

4. Setting

The study uses household survey data collected in rural areas of Gaza province in southern

Mozambique, a nation of almost 30 million people in southeast Africa with a GNI per

capita of c. 420 USD (World Bank 2019). The study area includes four districts of Gaza

province, with a total area of about 6,000 sq. m and the population of some 700,000 (INE

2017). This area is largely monoethnic, dominated by the Changana ethnicity, and is pre-

dominantly Christian. Its traditional social organization is based on a patrilineal kinship

system and its rural economy is dominated by subsistence agriculture, fishing, and animal

husbandry. Whereas women typically perform most farm work throughout the year,

including sowing, weeding, and harvesting, men are usually responsible for such tasks as

plowing and harvest protection from wild animals (and occasionally from human thieves),

as well as fishing and taking care of the livestock. Low and unpredictable agricultural yields,

paucity of alternative local employment opportunities, and proximity to the Republic of

South Africa, Mozambique’s much more developed neighbor, have all encouraged labor

male out-migration.

This migration, primarily to South African mines, began well before Mozambique’s

independence from Portugal in 1975 and has continued to date, shaping the livelihoods

of many rural families. In fact, local men’s migration to South Africa has become normal-

ized as a way to support the family and in some cases, even to start it—by earning money for

bridewealth payments. In comparison, women’s work-related migration has been limited

(Dodson 2000). Notably, in recent decades, while the massive scale of male labor migration

has persisted, both the nature and outcomes of migration have been changing. Once an

orderly process managed through formal recruitment and payment of fixed wages, migra-

tion to South Africa has become increasingly informalized, with less consistent and pre-

dictable pay and duration (de Vletter 2007). Migration to cities in Mozambique, especially

Maputo, its capital and largest metropolitan area, while smaller in scale, is also character-

ized by increasing informality and unpredictability. This diversification of migration forms

and outcomes has had considerable implications for various aspects of household func-

tioning and well-being. Thus, Agadjanian and Hayford (2018) found that in the study

setting economically more successful migration (i.e. migration that generates stable returns
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to the left-behind household) is associated with lower risk of marital dissolution, compared

to less successful migration. Variation in economic outcomes of migration was also shown

to correlate with women’s worries about contracting HIV, as such were significantly more

common among wives of more successful migrants (Agadjanian, Arnaldo and Cau 2011).

Wives of more successful migrants were also more likely to want another child, regardless of

their current number of children and other characteristics (Agadjanian, Yabiku and Cau

2011). The contrasting outcomes of migration have also been shown to affect migrants’

children; compared to children of less successful migrants, children of more successful

migrants were less likely to die before the age of five years (Yabiku, Agadjanian and Cau

2012) and were less likely to discontinue schooling (Yabiku and Agadjanian 2017).

Although Mozambique has seen considerable macroeconomic development over most

of the past three decades, this development has had little effect on its rural economy. The

rural labor market in the study area has remained limited to low-revenue informal activities

such as farming for pay or a share of harvest, charcoal production, beverage brewing, petty

commerce, craftsmanship, and similar occupations. With meager prospects for stably re-

warding formal jobs, many paid activities (particularly small-scale and informal jobs) are

performed in parallel with subsistence farming. These activities provide the households

with occasional cash income to cover basic necessities such as clothes, food items that need

to be purchased on the market (e.g. salt, sugar, tea), medicines, school supplies, or mobile

phone credit recharge. More substantial and continuous engagement in such activities

inevitably leads to a reduction of labor input in subsistence agriculture.

5. Data and method

The analysis employs representative household survey data collected in 2011 from a sample

of rural women aged 18–45 years in 56 villages in four districts of Gaza province in southern

Mozambique as part of a larger longitudinal project ‘Men’s Migrations and Women’s Lives’

(MMWL). The survey was carried out by the Center for African Studies of Eduardo

Mondlane University, Mozambique. Its design and implementation was approved by the

Institutional Review Board of Arizona State University, USA (additional information about

the survey is available from the authors upon request). The survey instrument, adminis-

tered through face-to-face interview, contained a variety of questions on women’s indi-

vidual and household characteristics, including their employment and the employment of

their marital partners if they had one. The instrument also included detailed questions

about husband’s migration history and economic outcomes of migration. Although these

data, combined with similar migration data from previous waves, provide rich information

about husband’s migration, they cannot fully account for potential endogeneity of migra-

tion decisions. However, the massive scale and normative nature of men’s out-migration

from the study setting and the depth of migration history information in the data help to

attenuate concerns about migration selectivity.

Our analysis is limited to women who were in marital unions, formalized (typically

through bridewealth payment) or not, at the time of data collection (N = 1,798). The

outcome of interest is the woman’s current employment outside subsistence agriculture.

This variable was generated from respondents’ answers to the question on whether they
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performed any activity with an intention to earn money or receive products or goods, in

addition to or instead of their work in their family field. The variable takes the value of ‘1’ if

the respondent reported any such activity and ‘0’ if otherwise. It is likely that at least some

respondents chose not to report activities that they deemed insignificant or occasional, and

our outcome variable, therefore, tends to capture more or less regular employment that

yields consistent, even if still paltry, income. Notably, the vast majority (96.5 per cent) of

respondents who reported such an activity in the past month also reported performing the

same activity throughout much of the interview year.

Pursuant to our first three hypotheses, we formulate three predictors describing hus-

band’s migration status and experience. The first predictor is husband’s migration status at

the time of survey. It is a dichotomy, with the value of ‘1’ for respondents whose husbands

were employed outside the community of residence (mainly in South Africa and to a much

lesser extent in Mozambique’s capital Maputo). The second predictor is the number of

years that the current husband was a labor migrant in the six years preceding the survey (or

since the year in which the current marital union started if it started less than six years

before the survey), regardless of his current migration status. The third predictor is a

measure of the economic success of husband’s migration. It is operationalized as a set of

dummy variables based on frequency of reported cash transfers (either through remittances

or in-person handover) that respondents received from their migrant husbands in the

twelve months preceding the survey interview (we do not consider the exact amounts of

cash remittances or noncash transfers, such as furniture, appliances, clothes, gifts, etc., that

a migrant might bring or send to his wife or other family members, as such transfers are

very difficult to measure reliably). We distinguish three categories of migrants’ wives: those

who reported receiving money from their husbands frequently (four times or more); those

who received money occasionally (one to three times); and those who did not receive any

money from their migrant husbands during the past twelve months. While the cutoff points

in this classification are somewhat arbitrary, they reflect general variations in the flow of

remittances, especially when exact amounts and numbers of transfers may not be accurately

reported.

We fit a series of multivariate binomial logistic regressions predicting the likelihood of

woman’s current employment as the outcome. We start with three models that each in-

cludes one of the above predictors. In these models, we use all women with nonmigrant

husbands as the reference category. Then, to test our last set of hypotheses (H4a and H4b),

we fit a model that not only subdivides migrants’ wives by the reported frequency of

financial transfers but also breaks down the nonmigrant subsample by husband’s employ-

ment status.

The models include several individual- and household-level covariates that are likely to

affect women’s employment. First, we control for woman’s age. To account for childcare

burden, we control for the number of respondent’s coresident biological children under the

age of five years, that is, the age range when children require most intensive care, by using a

set of dummy variables: no children under five years of age, one child, and two or three

children (we do not consider nonbiological children living in the household as it is often

difficult to ascertain the degree of respondent’s responsibility for their care). The models

also include a dichotomous measure of self-rated health (good vs. average or bad).

Women’s education is a continuous variable representing the number of years of
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completed schooling. We include two dichotomous control variables to define marital

union—whether or not at least some bridewealth was paid (i.e. the degree of union for-

malization) and whether the union is monogamous or polygynous. Next, we control for

several characteristics of respondents’ households. Household material conditions are

approximated with a scale based on the possession of several household items (radio,

television set, telephone, refrigerator, bed with a mattress, bicycle, motorcycle, automobile,

plow, and water cistern). We also control for the size of household agricultural land per

adult household member and the number of household members older than 15 years

(excluding the respondent and her husband) who were generating any income at the

time of the survey. Finally, as a proxy for labor market opportunities outside subsistence

farming, we include household’s Euclidean distance in kilometers from the nearest town.

The distributions of the outcome, predictor, and control variables are shown in Table 1.

Because observations are clustered within villages, respondents in the same village are

likely to share some characteristics that we cannot directly estimate. To account for this

unmeasured village-level variability, we estimate two-level models with a random intercept

at the village level.

6. Results

6.1 Descriptive results

As Table 1 shows, in all, 32 per cent of the survey respondents reported some kind of

regular activity aimed at generating returns in money or kind. The largest share of the

working women, 46.7 per cent, was employed in petty commerce, followed by farm work

remunerated in cash or in harvest share (28.1 per cent). Among other common occupations

were making charcoal or gathering firewood (7.6 per cent) and making alcoholic beverages

(6.9 per cent). Other, less frequent occupations included road cleaning (in government- or

NGO-funded projects), cooking, doing small crafts, and hairdressing, among others.

Working wives of migrants and of nonmigrants had generally similar occupational distri-

butions, with somewhat higher shares of those in sales and beverage making among the

former and higher shares of those in paid agriculture and in firewood gathering/charcoal

pyrolysis among the latter.

Table 2 shows the percentage of women reporting employment in the month preceding

the survey by husband’s migration and work status. Overall, migrants’ wives had a lower

level of employment than nonmigrants’ wives. The share of working women tended to

decrease as the duration of husband’s migration increases. When we break the migrant

wives’ subsample down by the frequency of remittances, we see a particularly strong con-

trast between wives of migrants who did not remit at all and those who remitted one to

three times a year (the middle category). Among women married to frequent remitters

(four or more times a year), the share of those employed was somewhat higher than in the

middle category. Table 2 also shows the percentages of those employed among wives of

nonmigrants. Contrary to what we predicted, women married to employed nonmigrants

had by far the highest employment rate; in comparison, the employment rate of women

married to nonworking nonmigrants was almost identical to that of wives of migrants.

MEN’S LABOR MIGRATION AND WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT � 1019



6.2 Multivariate results

Table 3 displays the results of the multivariate logistic regression models (parameter esti-

mates, standard errors, and corresponding odds ratios). In the first model of Table 3

(section A), we test Hypothesis 1 by comparing all current migrants’ wives with all wives

of nonmigrants. The sign of the predictor’s coefficient suggests a negative effect of hus-

band’s migration on the likelihood of wife’s employment. However, net of other factors,

this effect is only marginally significant (p < 0.06), thus offering only qualified support to

Hypothesis 1. In the next model of Table 3 (section B), instead of husband’s current mi-

gration status, we use the number of years spent by husband in labor migration in the six

years preceding the survey. The negative effect of this predictor is now statistically signifi-

cant at the conventional level (p < 0.05): each additional year of a man’s employment

outside the community of residence is associated with a 4 per cent decrease in the odds of

his wife’s working outside substance agriculture (OR = 0.96). This result supports

Hypothesis 2. In the next model of Table 3 (section C), we test Hypothesis 3 by breaking

Table 1. Variable distribution, ‘MMWL’, Gaza Province, Mozambique

Variables Mean SD

Woman works outside subsistence agriculture 0.32 0.47

Husband is a current migrant 0.46 0.50

Number of years husband was a migrant in past six years 3.39 2.64

Husband is a migrant, no transfers 0.12 0.32

Husband is a migrant, one to three transfers/year 0.19 0.39

Husband is a migrant, more than four transfers/year 0.15 0.36

Husband is not a migrant and working 0.29 0.45

Husband is not a migrant and not working 0.25 0.43

Woman’s age 32.70 6.14

No coresident biological children under five 0.22 0.42

One coresident biological child under five 0.47 0.50

Two to three coresident biological children under five 0.34 0.47

Woman’s education (in years) 3.02 2.46

Bridewealth paid in full or partially [no bridewealth paid] 0.48 0.50

Woman is in polygynous union [in monogamous union] 0.26 0.44

Woman considers her general health to be good [considers her health

to be average/bad]

0.75 0.43

Number of other employed household members 0.71 1.04

Farmed land size per adult household member (in ha) 0.52 0.42

Household material assets scale 2.30 3.55

Distance from residence to nearest town 22.95 15.17

Notes: Women in marital unions; omitted categories in square brackets.

1020 � V. AGADJANIAN ET AL.



down the subsample of migrants’ wives according to frequency of remittances and com-

paring the three categories of migrants’ wives with wives of nonmigrants. The results

generally point to the predicted pattern, but interestingly, the difference from wives’ of

nonmigrants is statistically significant only for women who received only occasional trans-

fers from their migrant husbands. Hypothesis 3 is therefore only partially supported.

The last model presented in Table 3 (section D) tests Hypotheses 4a and 4b. The model

includes the same covariates as the model in section C, except that the wives of nonmigrant

husbands are now disaggregated based on whether or not those husbands were engaged in

local employment. Women whose nonmigrant husbands were employed at the time of

survey are the reference category. The model confirms the stark contrast between the two

subgroups of nonmigrants’ wives that first transpired in the descriptive exploration: the

odds of working among the wives of nonemployed men are more than 40 per cent lower

than those among the wives of employed ones (OR = 0.59; p < 0.01). Most interestingly,

however, women married to locally employed men are also different from those married to

labor migrants. Contradicting Hypothesis 4a, migrants’ wives are significantly less likely to

be employed outside subsistence farming than are wives of locally working men, and this

difference is statistically significant, regardless of the amount of transfers that migrants’

Table 2. Woman’s participation in remunerated employment by husband’s migration and

employment characteristics, per cent of currently married women. ‘MMWL’, Gaza Province,

Mozambique

Husband’s characteristics Per cent

employed

Husband’s current migration status

Husband is currently a migrant 28.7

Husband is currently not a migrant 34.8

Cumulative duration of husband’s migration

Husband was never a migrant in past six years 36.4

Husband was a migrant for one to four years in past six years 33.5

Husband was a migrant for five to six years in past six years 29.2

Husband’s migration status by financial return from migration

Husband is a migrant who did not transfer money in past 12 months 32.6

Husband is a migrant who transferred money one to three times in past

12 months

26.0

Husband is a migrant who transferred money more than four times in

past 12 months

28.9

Nonmigrant husband’s employment

Husband is currently not a migrant, employed 41.7

Husband is currently not a migrant, not employed 28.9

All 32.0
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wives receive from their husbands. At the same time, again contrary to what Hypothesis 4b

predicted, when we compare migrants’ wives to women married to nonemployed men, no

significant differences are present for migrants’ wives as whole or for any subcategories of

migrants’ wives (the results of this model are not shown but are available upon request).

The effects of other covariates also merit mentioning. Thus, the probability of employ-

ment shows a positive association with woman’s age but a negative relationship with the

number of her coresident small children. It also increases with her education. Interestingly,

the probability of being employed is significantly lower among women whose marriage has

been formalized through bridewealth payment. While this intriguing result calls for a

special inquiry that lies outside the scope of our study, we can tentatively propose that

such an inquiry should look into the dynamic interconnection of marital union type with

women’s autonomy and economic security. No other predictors, including woman’s self-

rated health or the household characteristics, show significant association with the likeli-

hood of woman’s employment outside subsistence agriculture.

7. Discussion and conclusion

The extensive scholarship on the effects of labor migration on nonmigrant household

members’ labor force participation not only tends to conclude that these effects are negative

but also points to considerable variations across different sending settings and different

categories of nonmigrating household members. The results of our analyses add to this

scholarship by illustrating the importance of different conceptualizations of men’s labor

migration for the understanding of its association with their wives’ employment outside

subsistence farming. Of course, with the data in hand, one cannot ascertain any causal

directions and pathways between husband’s migration and wife’s employment. However,

although it is conceivable that women’s employment may somehow influence men’s mi-

gration behavior, in this and other similar patriarchal migrant-sending settings, where

men’s migration is the norm and where men’s choices and preferences dominate family’s

economic strategies and decisions, this influence is very unlikely.

Whereas a simple current migrant vs. nonmigrant comparison may not be fully inform-

ative, attention to migration duration and to diversity of migration outcomes proves quite

illuminating. Thus, while the difference between current migrants’ and nonmigrants’ wives

was only marginally significant and therefore should be interpreted with caution, the nega-

tive association of the duration of husband’s migration with wife’s employment was sig-

nificant at the conventional level and suggests that the impact of migration may indeed

accumulate over time (cf. Agadjanian and Sevoyan 2014). Interestingly, however, while

studies typically attribute the negative association of migration with nonmigrants’ employ-

ment to the effects of remittances, our analysis did not produce evidence of a linear rela-

tionship between the frequency of migrant financial transfers and the likelihood of

nonmigrating women’s employment: only women receiving occasional transfers from

their migrant husbands were significantly different from nonmigrants’ wives. Although

this pattern requires further investigation with specialized data, we speculate that it may

reflect countervailing effects of migrant transfers: initial or moderate transfers may supply

migrants’ wives with funds for productive investments but a continuing increase in the
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amount of transfers may help satisfy the financial needs of the sending households, thus

reducing incentives for local employment. The fact that employed migrants’ wives are more

likely to engage in petty commerce or brewing alcohol, that is, ventures that may require at

least some initial investment, than employed wives’ of nonmigrants is also consistent with

this speculation.

While the first part of our analysis, guided by Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, stresses potential

consequences of variations in the duration or quality of husband’s migration experience, its

second part (Hypotheses H4a and H4b) forcefully points to the importance of diversity of

employment patterns among nonmigrant men and their marital partners. Our results show

that the likelihood of employment among women married to locally employed men is so

starkly higher than among both wives of migrants, regardless of migration’s economic

returns, and wives of not employed nonmigrants. This finding challenges the widely held

assumption that in traditional low-income patriarchal settings the income generated by a

man’s work, either in the community or outside of it, discourages his wife’s employment by

enhancing the household’s economic security and strengthening the wife’s dependence on

her husband. We propose that explanations for this apparent puzzle should be sought in the

nature of local remunerated employment, as well as the nature of labor migration. In a sub-

Saharan setting like rural southern Mozambique, work in subsistence agriculture and labor

out-migration are both traditional male employment options; men engage in both as part of

family strategies to sustain the economic and social reproduction of the household, which is

grounded in traditional gendered division of labor. In comparison, local nonsubsistence

employment is a historically novel alternative that may indirectly—or even explicitly—

challenge the traditional gendered role expectations and allocations. As in the case of labor

migration or subsistence farming, it seems plausible to think of women’s nonagricultural

employment as part of a coordinated household strategy. Thus, men’s disengagement,

however partial, from their agricultural tasks, either by migrating or by opting for local

nonfarming work, cannot be fully compensated for by women’s increased farming effort

due to the earlier mentioned gendered specialization in farming and related subsistence

activities. Hence, when employment outside subsistence agriculture becomes an option,

both spouses are more likely to pursue it either through a joint family project or inde-

pendent ventures. Of course, it is important to keep in mind that in rural resource-limited

settings, where nonfarming income-generating labor market opportunities are chronically

scarce and meagerly rewarding (de Janvry and Sadoulet 2001; Lanjouw and Lanjouw 2001),

women’s nonagricultural employment does not necessarily connote a drastic improvement

in women’s and their families’ economic well-being; instead, women’s entry into the local

labor market, much like that of men, is often a reluctant, and at times unsuccessful, attempt

to compensate for unstable or declining returns from subsistence farming or to find an

alternative to the increasingly unpredictable and socially and psychologically taxing mi-

gration option (cf. De Haas and Van Rooij 2010). Of course, the migration option, pro-

vided that it translates to a flow of remittances (or at least a promise thereof), may still allow

migrants’ families to get by even with diminished agricultural labor input due to husband’s

absence and therefore may disincentivize migrants’ wives from venturing into activities

outside subsistence farming. In addition, as Menjı́var (2011) and Menjı́var and Agadjanian

(2007) argued, some migrants’ opposition to their wives’ work, both on economic and

socio-normative grounds, may further hinder those women’s entry into gainful
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employment. Notably, by discouraging women’s nonagricultural work and thus reaffirm-

ing the traditional gendered division of productive labor, men’s migration does not neces-

sarily constrain women’s decision-making choices and autonomy in other spheres. In fact,

as Yabiku, Agadjanian and Sevoyan (2010) showed in the analysis of an earlier wave of the

MMWL data, a man’s migration status has a net positive association with his wife’s au-

tonomy. However, their analysis also suggests that this association between husband’s

migration and wife’s autonomy is not related to wife’s nonagricultural employment.

More research, especially of qualitative nature, is needed, to fully understand the interplay

of economic rationality with gendered power dynamics in shaping migrants’ wives em-

ployment options and decisions.

Several limitations of our study must be acknowledged. Although we are able to reliably

reconstruct trajectories and economic outcomes of migration, we cannot fully account for

initial selection into migration: even in settings where migration is a default expectation for

all males, some of them do not migrate, and like the decisions to migrate, the decisions not

to migrate may be shaped by gendered negotiation and bargaining (cf. Nobles and

McKelvey 2015). While documenting potential implications of these processes, we

cannot reconstruct their causal mechanisms. Likewise, we assume that in the process of

family negotiation and bargaining, men exercise disproportional initiative and power. Yet,

this does not mean that women cannot engage in remunerated employment unless their

husbands do: almost three of 10 women married to nonemployed men in our sample were

working outside subsistence farming. Again, additional exploration of the couple employ-

ment decision-making process, preferably engaging qualitative data, would be necessary to

examine and interpret this variation. It is also important to note that local employment for

both men and women may follow the cessation of male migration, either successful or

unsuccessful. Employment preferences and choices may also be affected by other factors

that we cannot fully measure with our data, such as productivity of agricultural land,

availability and accessibility of viable labor market alternatives, or health status of house-

hold members. Finally, despite the effort to distinguish between regular and occasional

work in the survey, most local employment outside subsistence farming, especially among

women, is informal and varies in consistency and intensity depending on season, oppor-

tunities, and individual or household conditions and circumstances. These variations may

blur the distinction between self-defined ‘working’ and ‘not working’ statuses. We believe,

however, that our definition captured more systematic labor market participation.

These constraints and caveats notwithstanding, our study makes an important contri-

bution to the migration and development scholarship by emphasizing the intrinsic and

consequential gendered interconnections between local and extra-local employment

opportunities and choices in sub-Saharan and similar resource-limited contexts. It also

informs our understanding of social and economic changes in such contexts. In societies

where labor migration has continued for generations, decisions to migrate may not have as

transformative an impact as decisions to stay and instead to pursue local livelihood options.

Although more specialized data are needed to fully grasp the complex contingencies and

scenarios of migration versus nonmigration decision-making and of its association with

and implications for marital partners’ employment opportunities and choices, our study

offers useful guidance for such future endeavors.
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