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Abstract

Objective: This study examines trends over several decades in bridewealth marriage and 

analyzes the association of bridewealth with women’s experiences in marriage in a rural sub-

Saharan setting.

Background: Bridewealth – payments from the groom’s to the bride’s family as part of the 

marriage process – has long been a central element of kinship and marriage systems in patrilineal 

sub-Saharan Africa. This payment, which symbolizes the transfer of sexual and reproductive rights 

from the wife’s to the husband’s family, is grounded in a collectivist-oriented family system that 

closely ties women’s status and value to their reproductive capacity.

Method: The study draws on population-based longitudinal survey data collected in 2006, 2009, 

and 2011 from 1,552 women in rural Mozambique. We use multivariable regression to investigate 

whether year of marriage predicts being in a bridewealth marriage and whether bridewealth status 

predicts marital dissolution, women’s decision-making autonomy, women’s work outside of 

subsistence agriculture, or modern contraceptive use.

Results: The proportion of marriages involving bridewealth payment has declined over time. 

While no difference by bridewealth status exists in women’s autonomy levels or modern 

contraceptive use, women in bridewealth marriages are less likely to divorce over a five-year 

period and less likely to work outside of subsistence agriculture, net of other factors.

Conclusion: These findings reflect the complexity of a modernizing marriage system. With the 

decline of bridewealth marriage, its meaning has evolved, becoming increasingly indicative of 

individual wealth and status rather than family control.
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Over the past few decades, in western contexts, cohabitation has become more prevalent 

(Lesthaeghe, 2010; Lundberg, Pollak, & Stearns, 2016), divorce rates have increased 

(Amato, 2010; Goode, 1993), childbearing outside of marriage has become common 

(Lesthaeghe, 2010; Lundberg et al., 2016), and acceptance and legalization of same-sex 

marriage have grown (Chamie & Mirkin, 2011). These changes have been interpreted as a 

“deinstitutionalization” of marriage (Cherlin, 2004; Treas, Lui, & Gubernskaya, 2014), that 

is, an evolution of marriage from a uniform social institution governed by rigid cultural 

norms and corresponding legal regulation to a gamut of relationships formed through 

individual choice. As marriage becomes less common and less stable, it is also becoming 

increasingly concentrated among more educated and wealthier segments of the population 

(Heard, 2011; Lesthaeghe, 2010; Lundberg et al., 2016), although this association varies 

across national contexts (Kalmijn, 2013; Perelli-Harris & Lyons-Amos, 2016). Outside of 

the western world, many less developed countries have also experienced profound 

transformations in marriage, albeit not to the same degree or in the same manner. For 

example, the average age at first marriage has increased virtually everywhere in the world, 

especially for women, even though there still exists substantial regional variation in marriage 

timing (Mensch, 2005). In parts of the world where arranged marriage was common, 

individuals are increasingly choosing their own spouse (Ahearn, 2001; Allendorf & Pandian, 

2016; Ghimire, Axinn, Yabiku, & Thornton, 2006; Loforte, 2000; Meekers, 1995a; Smith, 

2001).

Across both developed and developing contexts, various theories, such as the Western 

“conjugal” family (Goode, 1963), developmental idealism (Thornton, 2013), and Second 

Demographic Transition theory (Lesthaeghe, 2010), have linked marital and family changes 

to larger patterns of economic development and cultural change. These theories describe and 

explain the shift from marriage as a component in a broader kinship and family system to an 

individualized couple relationship. Some of these theories focus on economic systems as the 

primary driver of change (e.g., Goode, 1963), while others focus on socio-cultural change 

(e.g., Lesthaeghe, 2010); they all recognize that these aspects are closely intertwined and 

mutually influential. In general, these theories argue that the increased importance of the 

individual, reduced dependency on the extended family for economic support, and increased 

support for “modern” (i.e., western) values lead to later marriage, less marriage, more choice 

marriage, and less stable marriage.

In dialogue with these theoretical perspectives, we seek to contribute to the understanding of 

evolving marriage and family systems via a case study of a relatively understudied but 

highly salient aspect of African marriage, the payment of bridewealth. Bridewealth, or 

brideprice – monetary and/or in-kind transfers from the groom’s family to the bride’s family 

as part of the marriage process – has historically been an important element of marriage 

systems in patrilineal societies in sub-Saharan Africa, as well as in other parts of the world 

(Anderson, 2007; Ansell, 2001). Bridewealth serves as a tangible representation of the 

transfer of sexual and reproductive rights – including children produced in the union – from 

the wife’s to the husband’s family. Its meaning is rooted in a collectivist-oriented family 

system where women’s status and value are linked to their reproductive capacity and their 

contributions to agricultural labor. The historical record indicates that in many societies 

where marriage payments were once prevalent, e.g., in Europe and Latin America, such 
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payments declined and then eventually disappeared (Anderson, 2007; Goody, 1983; Lavrin 

& Couturier, 1979; Metcalfe, 1993). There is some evidence to suggest that this trend is also 

occurring in parts of sub-Saharan Africa (Anderson, 2007; Bishai & Grossbard, 2010), as 

bridewealth payments are extended over long periods of time or even forgone altogether 

(Casale & Posel, 2010). However, systematic analyses of contemporary bridewealth systems 

and their transformation over time are rare due to data limitations. Moreover, we have little 

knowledge of the changing social meaning of bridewealth and the implications of these 

changes for marital partnerships, especially given the increasing individualization of family 

relationships.

In this study, we use data from a population-based survey of ever-married women in rural 

southern Mozambique, a setting that shares many characteristics with other parts of rural 

sub-Saharan Africa, to examine trends in the prevalence of bridewealth across marriage 

cohorts from the late 1970s to the early 21st century and to investigate the association of 

bridewealth with selected outcomes measuring various dimensions of women’s marital 

experiences—namely marital dissolution, interpersonal relationships, economic activity, and 

reproduction. Analyzing data collected in retrospective marriage histories, we demonstrate 

that the practice of bridewealth has declined over time. We also find that the payment of 

bridewealth is associated with lower levels of marital dissolution, and that women in 

bridewealth marriages are less likely to work for pay compared to their counterparts in non-

bridewealth marriages. However, women in bridewealth and non-bridewealth marriages do 

not differ in their levels of autonomy or use of modern contraception. Drawing on theories of 

family change, we interpret these results as evidence of the evolving nature of bridewealth – 

from a traditional symbol of a contract between two families to a contemporary marker of 

individual status and economic privilege.

BACKGROUND

Bridewealth Marriage in Sub-Saharan Africa

Across sub-Saharan Africa, as elsewhere in the world, marriage has traditionally been 

viewed as the union of two families, rather than the joining of two individuals (Abdul-

Korah, 2014; Caldwell & Caldwell, 1987; Dekker & Hoogeveen, 2002). In many traditional 

African societies, parents (and/or other family members) arranged their children’s 

marriages, and in some cases, did so when their children were young or even before they 

were born (Meekers, 1992; Murdock, 1959; Phillips, 2018). Provision of bridewealth – the 

transfer of cash and/or goods (typically livestock) from the husband’s to the wife’s family – 

is part of the traditional marriage process in most African societies, particularly in patrilineal 

ones (Goody, 1973; Murdock, 1967). This payment solidifies the alliance between the 

husband’s and the wife’s kinship groups and creates financial transfer systems that families 

use to lend or give money and/or food to each other during periods of financial difficulty or 

low agricultural output (Abdul-Korah, 2014; Dekker & Hoogeveen, 2002). Because 

bridewealth payments position marriage as a contract between two extended families, they 

also de-emphasize the importance of the couple relationship. Bridewealth payment 

compensates the wife’s family for the loss of her labor, both domestic and agricultural, and 

formalizes the transfer of sexual and reproductive rights to the husband’s family – any 
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children from the marriage become part of the husband’s lineage. Bridewealth thus 

symbolizes reproductive control of the wife by the husband and his family, as well as the 

dependence of husbands on older men in the family who negotiate the marriage and control 

young men’s access to resources (Anderson, 2007). This practice can also be seen as part of 

a community system because payment received for a woman may then be used to pay her 

brother’s bridewealth (Kuper, 1950).

Despite the universality of marriage, marital dissolution, mainly through divorce, is quite 

common across the subcontinent: Approximately one-third of first marriages in sub-Saharan 

Africa end in divorce within 20 years of marriage (Clark & Brauner-Otto, 2015). Because 

bridewealth is expected to be returned upon divorce, it puts a monetary price on women’s 

compliance with marital norms and may deter them from leaving unhappy or abusive 

marriages (Ansell, 2001). Bridewealth can also limit a woman’s decision-making power and 

autonomy by legitimizing a mindset of control and ownership by her husband that reinforces 

traditional gender roles and women’s subservience to men (Abdul-Korah, 2014; Dodoo & 

Frost, 2008; Dodoo, Horne, & Biney, 2014).

The institution of bridewealth changed substantially over the 20th and early 21st century in 

much of the subcontinent. Traditionally, bridewealth payment was made in livestock or other 

valuable goods; however, with the development of cash economies since the colonial era, 

bridewealth payments have been increasingly made in cash (Abdul-Korah, 2014; Casale & 

Posel, 2010; Jensen, 2015; Posel & Rudwick, 2014). Payments have also become more 

individualized. Evidence from several African countries, such as Ghana, Kenya, and 

Zimbabwe, indicates that the expectations of payment increasingly fall on the groom himself 

rather than his family (Abdul-Korah, 2014; Ansell, 2001; Ferraro, 1983; Jensen, 2015; Posel 

& Rudwick, 2014). Although the amount of bridewealth varies both across and within 

societies, this amount can be substantial and as high as several times annual household 

income (Anderson, 2007; Casale & Posel, 2010; Dekker & Hoogeveen, 2002). As a result, 

the payment of bridewealth is often made in installments and over a long period of time 

(Casale & Posel, 2010; Dekker & Hoogeveen, 2002).

Bridewealth in Changing Marriage and Family Systems

The described changes in bridewealth have been part of a broader transformation of 

marriage in sub-Saharan Africa. Although marriage remains nearly universal in most parts 

of the region, individuals are marrying at later ages (Bongaarts, Mensch, & Blanc, 2017) and 

more individuals are selecting their own spouse (Loforte, 2000; Meekers, 1995a; Smith, 

2001). Moreover, young men and women are increasingly dating and marrying for ‘love’ 

rather than as part of family obligations (Clark, Poulin, & Kohler, 2009; Luke, 2005; Poulin, 

2007). Rising ages at first marriage and the changes in how men and women relate to each 

other before marriage may carry over into husband-wife power dynamics within marriage.

The increasing individualization of marriage and family relationships reflects both social 

and economic change in sub-Saharan societies. The spread of western-style education in 

much of the sub-continent, development programs aimed at reducing birth rates and raising 

age at first marriage, and increasing integration into the global economy and culture have 

introduced new images of individualized family relationships and companionate marriage 
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(Frye, 2012; Hendi, 2017; Thornton, Pierotti, Young-DeMarco, & Watkins, 2014). At the 

same time, rapid educational expansion, coupled with rapidly growing populations, has also 

meant a growth in the number of educated young people seeking jobs outside of family-

based agricultural production (Al-Samarrai & Bennell, 2007; Filmer & Fox, 2014). Because 

labor markets have not kept up with these changes, levels of youth unemployment and 

under-employment are high (Al-Samarrai & Bennell, 2007; Filmer & Fox, 2014). Many 

young men, therefore, have difficulty raising money for bridewealth, leading to both delays 

in marriage and the substitution of informal partnerships for formalized unions (Clark & 

Brauner-Otto, 2015; Posel & Rudwick, 2014; Shadle, 2003; Shapiro & Gebreselassie, 2014; 

Silberschmidt, 2001). The ability to pay bridewealth is therefore increasingly a marker of a 

man’s (and of his family’s) economic success and status.

In the context of these complex and multidimensional transformations, the social meaning of 

bridewealth payments and their implications for women’s well-being are unclear. Some 

recent studies suggest that the practice continues to constrain women’s choices. For instance, 

using data from a vignette experiment in Ghana, Horne, Dodoo, and Dodoo (2013) showed 

that participants expressed greater disapproval of women’s use of contraception when 

vignettes described women in bridewealth marriages. They concluded that bridewealth 

payments make the social expectations of men’s control over women’s reproductive life 

more salient. In a qualitative study of women in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, one theme 

that frequently emerged is the expectation that women in bridewealth marriages acquiesce to 

their husband’s authority because any decisions made by their husband were considered 

final (Rudwick & Posel, 2015).

At the same time, other research hints that the new social meanings of bridewealth payments 

are increasingly consistent with a more individualized interpretation of marriage. For 

instance, in-depth interviews with secondary school students in rural areas of Lesotho and 

Zimbabwe demonstrated that some girls interpreted bridewealth payments as evidence of a 

husband’s love for his wife and the value he places on the couple relationship, as well as a 

guarantee of marital stability (Ansell, 2001). In a study conducted in South Africa, men and 

women described the importance of bridewealth for their own pride and respect (Posel & 

Rudwick, 2014). Whereas women perceived the payment of bridewealth as proof of their 

value and worth, men viewed the payment as a manifestation of their manhood and ability to 

provide for their family. Yet, studies have argued that women see both positive and negative 

implications of bridewealth, believing that it enhances their economic security and social 

status while also acknowledging that it restricts their power and autonomy (Parker, 2015; 

Shope, 2006).

In this study, we build on the limited body of research on contemporary bridewealth 

marriage to consider changes in the prevalence of bridewealth and its current meaning in the 

context of a broader shift toward a more individualized marriage and family system. We 

present new evidence on trends over time in bridewealth drawn from a typical patrilineal 

rural setting. We then investigate how bridewealth is associated with different dimensions of 

women’s experiences in marriage, including marital dissolution, employment outside 

subsistence agriculture, decision-making autonomy, and contraceptive behavior.
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Hypotheses

Our overarching theoretical presumption is that bridewealth marriage is an institutionalized 

component of an extended family system rather than an individualized couple relationship. 

Based on this presumption, we develop specific hypotheses about several dimensions of this 

marital relationship in rural Mozambique.

As described above, a complex combination of economic and social factors have 

transformed marital and family systems in sub-Saharan Africa. This transformation may be 

contributing to declines in the centrality of bridewealth in the study area. We therefore 

expect to find a decrease in the overall prevalence of bridewealth marriage across marriage 

cohorts even after adjusting for other characteristics of marriage, such as parental 

involvement in choice of spouse or spousal age differences.

Hypothesis 1. Married women’s likelihood of being in a bridewealth marriage has 

declined over time.

Because bridewealth is traditionally seen as a contract between families, we expect that 

marriages contracted through bridewealth payments will be more stable than marriages that 

did not involve such payments, regardless of other factors.

Hypothesis 2. Marriages that involve bridewealth payments are less likely to 

dissolve than non-bridewealth marriages.

Bridewealth marriages are characteristic of extended-family systems. These extended-family 

systems prioritize collective over individual decision-making. In particular, they tend to 

constrain wives’ choices and preferences. Therefore, we propose that women in bridewealth 

marriages will be more likely to depend on husbands and family members in decision-

making.

Hypothesis 3. Women in bridewealth marriages have lower levels of decision-

making autonomy than women in non-bridewealth marriages.

The extended family systems that are typically associated with bridewealth marriage also 

tend to depend on family-based agricultural production. They provide financial transfers and 

food support that families may need in times of poor agricultural yields or other economic 

difficulties. Accordingly, women in bridewealth marriages should be more involved in 

subsistence agriculture, with more limited opportunities to engage in non-agricultural 

employment.

Hypothesis 4. Women in bridewealth marriages are less likely to work for pay than 

women in non-bridewealth marriages.

Finally, given the symbolic importance of bridewealth in representing the transfer of sexual 

and reproductive rights from the bride’s to the husband’s family, we expect that bridewealth 

will be associated with more traditional views of reproduction and the corresponding 

practice of fertility regulation.

Hypothesis 5. Women in bridewealth marriages are less likely to use modern 

contraception than women in non-bridewealth marriages.
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The Study Setting: Rural Mozambique

Our data come from Mozambique, an impoverished nation in Southeast Africa with a 

population of almost 30 million and a gross national income per capita of $480 (World 

Bank, 2019). Though Mozambique is poorer and less developed than most sub-Saharan 

countries, it is typical of the sub-continent with respect to its marriage patterns and customs 

and women’s experiences in marriage. Our study uses data collected in rural parts of Gaza 

province in the south of the country, an area that is largely monoethnic and Changana-

speaking, predominantly Christian, and with a patrilineal traditional kinship system. Similar 

to much of rural sub-Saharan Africa, the study is characterized by nearly universal marriage, 

early onset of childbearing, and high fertility, with the total fertility rate in Gaza around 5.3 

children per woman (Ministry of Health, National Institute of Statistics, & ICF International, 

2013). As is typical for much of Mozambique and other parts of the subcontinent, the local 

rural economy is based on subsistence farming with few alternative income-generating 

opportunities. Low and unpredictable agricultural yields, scarcity of non-agricultural 

employment options, and the proximity of South Africa have led to massive male labor 

migration directed toward Mozambique’s more prosperous neighbor. Labor migration 

started in the colonial era and mainly involved workers contracted by the Southern African 

mining industry (First, 1981). In more recent times, this migration has become more 

occupationally diverse and less formalized (de Vletter, 2007). Labor migration and the 

diversification of its outcomes have impacted not only the area’s economy but also its social 

fabric, including marriage market and marital stability (Agadjanian & Hayford, 2018).

As in other patrilineal societies of the subcontinent, bridewealth, or lobolo (from the 

Changana word ku-lovola, literally “to take a bride through marital payment”), has been the 

anchor of traditional marriage in southern Mozambique (Bagnol, 2008; Junod, 1912), and 

has persisted despite attempts by the socialist government that came to power after 

Mozambique’s independence from Portugal in 1975 to rid the country of this practice and 

other relics of the “backward” past (Sheldon, 2020). Bridewealth payments have shifted 

away from livestock and toward cash payments, reflecting the socioeconomic transformation 

of rural society, and in particular increases in cash-generating employment for men. While 

the amount expected or asked for a first-time bride may vary, a community survey conducted 

in the villages included in our project suggested that it typically hovers around the local 

currency equivalent of approximately $300, a substantial amount for rural households. In 

addition to cash payments, gifts to the bride’s parents—typically a suit for the father and 

capulanas (traditional wrap skirt) for the mother—as well as food and beverages for the 

wedding party are also expected. Marriage ceremonies also involve a transfer of gifts from 

the bride’s family to the groom’s family, but the scale and monetary value of such a transfer 

is nowhere near the value of the lobolo.

While lobolo traditionally functioned as a contract between two extended families, in the 

current context, as elsewhere in the subcontinent, lobolo is increasingly individualized on 

the groom’s side, as men are expected to negotiate lobolo with their brides’ parents directly 

and raise the cash on their own. In fact, the need to raise money for lobolo in rural areas with 

very limited cash-earning opportunities contributes to the large scale of male labor 

outmigration. Labor migration and the income it generates, in turn, are said to inflate lobolo 
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amounts. At the same time, men’s massive outmigration and excess mortality increase the 

female-to-male ratio in marriageable ages, decreasing marriage opportunities for women. As 

a result, while payment of lobolo remains a standard general expectation and a marker of 

social status for both marital partners as well as for their natal families, our field 

observations suggest that full payment of lobolo is often postponed or forgone altogether. It 

is increasingly common that partners start coresiding and having children before lobolo 

payment is completed. Women and/or their families are, in theory, expected to repay 

bridewealth in the event of a divorce if it is initiated by the wife or if she is considered to be 

at ‘fault’ (e.g., she does not bear any children or is construed as ‘failing’ in other marital 

duties), but in practice lobolo payments, especially their cash component, may not be 

returned.

Partnerships that do not include bridewealth payments or the expectation of payments take a 

variety of forms. Men (especially married ones) and women may form temporary romantic 

and/or transactional relationships without the expectation of stability, and often without 

coresidence. These partnerships, according to our observations, are typically not referred to 

or understood as ‘marriages’. Therefore, we do not consider such partnerships as marital 

unions in our analysis. Longer-term and more established marital relationships may include 

a public ‘presentation’ ceremony similar to the one that is typically followed (or, is expected 

to be followed) by a bridewealth marriage. Partnerships established following a presentation, 

but without subsequent lobolo payments, are usually co-residential, and partners consider 

each other—and are seen in the community—as a wife and a husband. There is no evidence 

that legal or religious marriages are replacing lobolo marriages in our study setting – only 

about 3% of married women in our sample reported a civil marriage (which usually also 

involves a church wedding). Notably, all of the civil marriages also involved at least some 

lobolo paid.

METHOD

Data

This study used data from a longitudinal survey conducted in southern Mozambique by the 

Center for African Studies of Eduardo Mondlane University (Mozambique). The survey 

design and implementation were approved by the Institutional Review Board of Arizona 

State University (USA) and Mozambique’s National Bioethics Committee for Health. The 

first survey wave, conducted in 2006, collected data from 1,678 married women aged 18–40 

in four contiguous districts in Gaza Province. By design, all the women in the sample were 

in marital unions, defined broadly as formalized marriages or informal yet socially 

legitimized marital partnerships. In each district, 14 villages were selected with probability 

proportional to size. Households were randomly selected with stratified sampling in each 

village to produce equal numbers of women married to migrants and non-migrants. Eligible 

women were randomly sampled within households, and approximately 30 women in each 

village were interviewed. For the second survey wave, in 2009, the survey team attempted to 

locate and re-interview all women from the original sample. Follow-up data collection 

efforts were carried out to maximize retention later in 2009 and in 2010. In total, the survey 

team successfully re-interviewed 85% of surviving women from the original sample. In 
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2011, a third wave of data was collected, with additional efforts to locate and interview the 

original respondents in the following two years. In total, the study team successfully located 

and re-interviewed 82% of the surviving women from the Wave 1 sample of women. In both 

Wave 2 and Wave 3, proxy interviews were carried out for women who moved or died since 

the previous wave. The present analysis primarily used data collected from the first wave of 

data collection (2006), with data from subsequent waves, including the proxy interviews, 

used to measure marital dissolution. After excluding women with missing data on one or 

more dependent and independent variables (n = 126), the final analytic sample consisted of 

1,552 women. That our analysis is based on a sample of women is a limitation. However, 

while men’s perspective is undoubtedly relevant, due to a high level of male labor out-

migration from the study area, a sample of only currently present husbands would be very 

biased.

Measures

Bridewealth Marriage—Lobolo payment was included in this study as both a dependent 

and independent variable. In the first part of the analysis, which focused on prevalence of 

lobolo marriage over time (Hypothesis 1), lobolo payment is the dependent variable: we 

examined whether year of marriage predicts being in a lobolo marriage. We constructed this 

variable based on responses to the question ‘Has your husband already paid lobolo 

completely, partly, or has he not yet paid lobolo at all?’ Women whose husbands made 

complete or partial payments were coded as being in a lobolo marriage while women whose 

husbands did not make any payments were coded as not being in a lobolo marriage. To 

minimize recall bias (Sudman, Bradburn, & Schwarz, 1996), our measure of lobolo payment 

was taken from the Wave 1 survey, which occurred closer in time to the start of marriage.

Women’s Experiences in Marriage—In its second part, our study investigated whether 

lobolo payment is associated with various dimensions of women’s experiences in marriage, 

including marital dissolution (H2), decision-making autonomy (H3), work outside of 

subsistence agriculture (H4), and modern contraceptive use (H5).

Our marital dissolution outcome measured whether the respondent divorced the spouse 

reported in Wave 1 by Wave 3 (approximately 5 years later). We constructed this measure 

using data from marriage histories in Waves 2 and 3 as well as the proxy interviews. 

Because we were unable to ascertain the status of the Wave 1 marriages of all women in our 

study sample, we restricted this part of the analysis to a subsample of women (N = 1,342, or 

80% of the Wave 1 sample) whose marriage status was known and who either remained 

married or divorced between survey rounds. Women who were widowed or who died during 

this period were excluded.

We operationalized women’s interpersonal relationships via a measure that captures 

women’s decision-making autonomy in the Wave 1 survey. A measure of women’s 

autonomy was constructed from six questions asking women whether they needed to seek 

permission from their husband or husband’s family to engage in certain activities. 

Respondents were asked the following question: ‘Now I would like to ask you about things 

that you sometimes may want or need to do. About every one of these things, tell me 
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whether you (i) would need to ask your husband’s or his family’s permission to do them, (ii) 

would just need to inform them, or (iii) whether even informing them would not be 

necessary.’ These activities were: to visit your parents or other relatives who live outside of 

this community; to visit a friend or neighbor who lives in this community; to go to the city 

or a district capital to buy or sell something or take care of some other business; to spend 

money on family needs (such as food, school materials, clothes for children); to spend 

money on your personal needs (such as capulanas, other clothes, shoes or earrings for you); 

and to get a job or to engage in commerce. Two additional activities about women’s 

autonomy were asked but were not included in our autonomy scale. We excluded ‘to take a 

sick child to a health center, hospital, or a traditional healer’ because this question was only 

asked of women who had living children. We also excluded ‘to do an HIV test’ because a 

substantial proportion of women reported ‘don’t know’. Rather than exclude these women 

from the analysis or recode ‘don’t know’ responses into one of the other categories, we 

dropped this question from the autonomy scale. Responses were scored 0 (have to ask), 1 

(have to inform), and 2 (do not have to inform). The autonomy measure was coded as the 

sum of a woman’s responses to these questions. Higher values reflect greater levels of 

autonomy. If a woman responded ‘don’t know’ or had missing data for one or more 

activities, we averaged her responses for the activities for which she provided a response and 

then rescaled the average to match the possible range (0 to 12). In total, 111 women did not 

provide a response for one activity and 10 women for two activities.

The measure of women’s employment outside of subsistence agriculture was constructed 

from responses to the question ‘In the past month did you do any activity with the intention 

to make money or get products or things?’ We coded this variable 1 if she engaged in paid 

work in the past month, and 0 otherwise. In this rural context, such work does not mean 

women’s complete disengagement from subsistence agriculture: in fact, 99% of the Wave 1 

sample reported at least some involvement in subsistence farming activities.

Finally, modern contraceptive use, measuring whether a woman is currently using modern 

contraception, was taken from the Wave 1 survey and was limited to non-pregnant women 

(N = 1,218). We constructed this measure from responses to two questions, ‘Are you now 

doing anything to avoid getting pregnant?’ and (if the response to this question was 

affirmative) ‘What do you do in order not to get pregnant?’ If a woman responded yes to the 

former question and reported using a modern method (barrier or hormonal methods; 

excluding the very few cases of natural or traditional contraceptive method use), then she 

was coded as using modern contraception. Otherwise, she was coded as not using modern 

contraception.

Covariates—In the first part of our analyses we examined the relationship between year of 

marriage and bridewealth status. We grouped year of marriage into the following categories: 

1977–1990, 1991–1995, 1996–2000, and 2001–2006. We present descriptive statistics 

showing unadjusted trends as well as multivariable regression models incorporating other 

characteristics of women and their marriages that may be associated with bridewealth 

payments. In the second part of the analyses, we tested for the hypothesized associations of 

being in a lobolo marriage with marital dissolution, women’s decision-making autonomy, 

women’s work outside of subsistence agriculture, and modern contraceptive use. These 

Chae et al. Page 10

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



analyses also included control variables that may be associated with lobolo payment as well 

as with our outcomes of interest.

In models predicting the lobolo status of marriage, we controlled for age at marriage because 

women who marry at older ages may enter into unions where lobolo payment may not be 

expected. We also controlled for spousal age difference (two years or less, 3–5 years, 6–10 

years, 11+ years, don’t know) because older men may be more likely to afford lobolo 

payment. Likewise, we controlled for women’s age and spousal age difference in models 

predicting the other outcomes of interest because these outcomes may change as women get 

older and may differ according to the age difference with their spouse. In analyses of 

modern contraceptive use, we also controlled for fertility intentions. This measure was based 

on responses to the question ‘Would you like to have (more) children in the future, even if 

not now?’ If a woman responded yes, then she was coded 1 as desiring more children. 

Otherwise, she was coded as 0.

In all analyses, we included controls for educational attainment (none, 1–4 grades, 5+ 

grades) and religious affiliation (affiliated with organized religion or not). To control for 

household material conditions, we used information on household assets to construct a 

household wealth index (low, middle, high) employing principal components analysis 

(Filmer & Pritchett, 1999). We also controlled for husband’s characteristics, such as 

educational attainment (none, 1–4 grades, 5+ grades, unknown) and whether the husband 

was a labor migrant. Finally, we controlled for marriage characteristics that may be related 

to being in a lobolo marriage and one or more of the other outcome variables. These 

variables included marriage duration (in years), polygynous or monogamous marriage, order 

of marriage (first vs. non-first), and respondent’s role in marriage decision (involved in 

decision vs. not involved in decision). It is important to note that some of the control 

variables, such as household wealth, were measured at the time of data collection and may 

not reflect conditions at the start of marriage. Thus, they may be construed as mechanisms 

connecting lobolo status and current outcomes.

Analytic Strategy

We used logistic regression to investigate whether year of marriage predicts being in a 

lobolo marriage (H1) and whether lobolo status predicts divorce between Wave 1 and Wave 

3 (H2); women’s work outside of subsistence agriculture (H4); and modern contraceptive 

use (H5). We used linear regression to test whether lobolo status is associated with women’s 

decision-making autonomy (H3). Because the survey used a clustered sampling design, 

whereby clustering occurs at the village-level, we included a village-specific random 

intercept in all models to account for this non-independence of individual observations.

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics by Lobolo Status

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of our study sample by lobolo status. Women in lobolo 

marriages were, on average, older than women in non-lobolo marriages. Household wealth 

was strongly linked to lobolo status: women in lobolo marriages were significantly more 
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likely to reside in wealthier households. Women in non-lobolo marriages reported desiring 

more children, 78% compared to 66% in lobolo marriages; however, this difference was 

likely due to women in lobolo marriages being older and being, on average, more advanced 

in their childbearing careers. Women’s educational attainment and religious affiliation did 

not vary by lobolo status. Differences were observed in husband and marriage 

characteristics. Specifically, women in lobolo marriages were significantly more likely to 

have older husbands and to have a greater age difference with them. They were less likely to 

be previously married and to have been involved in the marriage decision but were 

significantly more likely to have married at a younger age and to have been married to their 

current partner longer than their counterparts in non-lobolo marriages. Husband’s 

educational attainment and the percentage of respondents with a migrant husband were 

similar by lobolo status.

Trends in Lobolo Marriages

The percentage of marriages with lobolo payment in the study sample declined markedly 

over time (Figure 1). Among first marriages that began between 1977 and 1990, 72% 

involved lobolo payment. In contrast, only 26% of first marriages that began in the 2001–

2006 period were lobolo-based. The difference in the proportion of marriages that were 

lobolo-based between the earliest and most recent cohorts of marriages was statistically 

significant.

Table 2 presents the results of multilevel logistic regression models predicting lobolo 

marriage. Consistent with the descriptive results, year of marriage was strongly associated 

with being in a lobolo marriage in an unconditional model (Model 1). Marriages with earlier 

start dates had significantly higher log-odds of involving lobolo payment. The coefficients 

increased in magnitude as year of marriage declined, which supports H1 that lobolo 

marriages are becoming less common. In Model 2, we controlled for respondent’s, 

husband’s, and marriage characteristics. The coefficients for year of marriage remained large 

and statistically significant – in fact, coefficients are slightly larger in Model 2. Thus, 

changes in the prevalence of bridewealth marriage are not only the result of changing 

characteristics of marriage, but appear to be a generally shared trend. Because in some cases 

the first lobolo payment may not be made until after the start of marriage, we conducted 

sensitivity analyses to test whether dropping recent marriages (2004–2006) altered this 

association. Results showed that the association persisted even after excluding recent 

marriages from the analysis (the results of the sensitivity tests are available upon request).

Several control variables were also found to be associated with being in a lobolo marriage. 

Women who were older at the time of marriage, who lived in better-off households, had a 

large spousal age difference (6+ years) or did not know the age difference, or had a more 

educated husband (5+ years) were significantly more likely to be in a lobolo marriage. We 

also observed that women who were involved in the marriage decision or who had been 

previously married were significantly less likely to be in a lobolo marriage.

The observed downward trend in lobolo marriages might reflect the greater stability of 

lobolo marriages rather than a true decline in their prevalence (if non-lobolo marriages from 

earlier time periods were more likely to dissolve and therefore were not observed in the 
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survey). To test this possibility, we looked at earlier, dissolved marriages reported by women 

in the sample and pooled them with current marriages. While we have data on the lobolo 

status of current marriages, we lack this information for terminated marriages. Thus, we 

estimated lower and upper-bounds of the prevalence of lobolo marriages. To calculate the 

lower-bound, we assumed that all marriages with unknown lobolo status did not involve 

lobolo. To calculate the upper-bound, we assumed that all marriages with unknown lobolo 

status were lobolo-based. After calculating the lower- and upper-bounds, we still observed a 

declining trend in the prevalence of lobolo marriages (Figure 2).

Lobolo Status and Women’s Experiences in Marriage

Figure 3 presents the distribution of the four outcome variables by lobolo status. In line with 

our expectations (H2), we found that the proportion of current marriages at Wave 1 that 

ended in divorce by Wave 3 was significantly greater among women in non-lobolo 

marriages, 22% versus 10%. The mean autonomy score, approximately five (out of 12 

points), was similar by lobolo status. The percentage of women who engaged in paid work 

in the past month, however, differed. As we hypothesized (H4), a significantly higher 

proportion of women in non-lobolo marriages, 23%, engaged in paid work compared to 17% 

of women in lobolo marriages. In contrast, levels of modern contraceptive use among non-

pregnant women did not vary by lobolo status: approximately 17% of non-pregnant women 

in lobolo marriages and 15% in non-lobolo marriages reported using modern contraception.

The results of the regression-based tests of these associations are shown in Table 3 and are 

largely consistent with the bivariate statistics. We examined whether lobolo status is 

associated with various dimensions of women’s experiences in marriage after controlling for 

sociodemographic, husband’s, and marriage characteristics. As predicted by H2, women in 

lobolo marriages were significantly less likely to divorce between Waves 1 and 3 compared 

to their counterparts in non-lobolo marriages, net of other factors. With respect to women’s 

autonomy, we observed no association with lobolo status; H3 is therefore not supported. In 

contrast, supporting H4, regression models revealed that women in lobolo marriages were 

significantly less likely to have worked outside of subsistence agriculture in the past month 

than women in non-lobolo marriages, regardless of other characteristics. Finally, we 

observed no net association between lobolo payment and modern contraception use among 

non-pregnant women (H5 not supported).

DISCUSSION

The present study draws on population-based survey data from rural Mozambique to 

examine trends in the prevalence of bridewealth marriage and analyze the association of 

bridewealth with various dimensions of women’s experiences in marriage in a context of 

changing marriage and family systems. Our study showed that the share of bridewealth 

marriages has been declining over time, though bridewealth payment still remains more 

prevalent among the better-off. Bridewealth marriage is strongly associated with marital 

stability. It is negatively associated with women engaging in employment outside 

subsistence farming, but not with their decision-making autonomy or modern contraceptive 

use. These findings illustrate the intertwined complexities of social and economic 
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transformations occurring in marital and family systems in this sub-Saharan context. Not 

only are changing bridewealth patterns reflective of a modernizing marriage system, but they 

are also a marker of economic status in an increasingly unequal society.

Our finding of the declining practice of bridewealth in rural southern Mozambique is the 

first, to our knowledge, to demonstrate such a trend in sub-Saharan Africa while controlling 

for sociodemographic and marital characteristics. Our results show that couples are 

increasingly entering marital unions without bridewealth payment. The changing nature of 

marriage formation, from being arranged by families to individuals selecting their own 

spouses (Loforte, 2000; Meekers, 1995b; Smith, 2001), is likely one of several factors 

contributing to the decline of bridewealth marriage: In fact, as our results indicate, women 

who were involved in their marriage decisions were significantly less likely to be in 

bridewealth unions. Furthermore, additional, even if indirect, evidence for the decline in 

family involvement in marriage processes is supported by our finding that bridewealth 

marriage is associated with greater spousal age gaps. Previous research has suggested that 

larger spousal age gaps are more common in arranged marriages compared to ‘choice’ 

marriages (Carmichael, 2011; Ghimire et al., 2006). However, the decline in bridewealth 

marriage over time is statistically significant even after accounting for arranged marriage 

and spousal age gaps. Moreover, we observed that bridewealth marriages were concentrated 

among the better-off in rural southern Mozambique. This finding parallels, with appropriate 

qualifications, the patterns observed in the United States, where marriage is increasingly 

perceived as a privilege and an accomplishment, mainly achieved by couples with higher 

socioeconomic status (Cherlin, 2004; Lundberg et al., 2016). The declining practice of 

bridewealth, along with evidence that bridewealth marriages are associated with less 

involvement of spouses in marital decisions and greater spousal age gaps, lends support for 

marital and family change theories that predict a shift from family-centered to couple-

focused and individualized marriage as societies modernize (Goode, 1963; Lesthaeghe, 

2010; Thornton, 2013). At the same time, our finding that bridewealth marriage is still 

practiced among the rural elite suggests that bridewealth may not go away with 

modernization and instead may become part of it, by retaining importance as a symbol of 

(individual and family) wealth and status (Sennott, Madhavan, & Nam, Forthcoming).

While the proportion of marriages that involve bridewealth payments has declined, the 

salience of bridewealth for marital stability is evident. Women in bridewealth marriages 

were significantly less likely to divorce over a five-year period than women in non-

bridewealth marriages, even after controlling for characteristics associated with both 

bridewealth payments and marriage outcomes, such as age at marriage and polygyny status. 

This finding illustrates the fact that in the context of very low prevalence of civil marriage, 

which characterizes our study area and much of the rest of sub-Saharan Africa, bridewealth 

remains a primary, if not the only, mechanism of marriage formalization, and as such, an 

important factor in its stability. And although numbers are small, our data show that civil 

marriage (and religious ceremony that typically accompanies it) is not replacing bridewealth 

marriage – instead, it goes alongside bridewealth.

In line with our expectations, we found that women in bridewealth marriages are less likely 

to work outside of subsistence agriculture, and that this association persists when controlling 
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for potential confounders such as education and household wealth. Thus, differences in 

women’s non-farming employment do not appear to reflect only a difference in 

socioeconomic characteristics across marriages with and without bridewealth. We suggest 

that payment of bridewealth retains its traditional connection with subsistence farming and 

family economies. African societies that have bridewealth as part of marriage customs tend 

to be societies where women hold central roles in agriculture (Boserup, Tan, & Toulmin, 

2013). Not only does bridewealth payment afford the husband’s family rights to his wife’s 

sexual and reproductive capacity, but it also compensates her natal family for the loss of her 

productive capacity, especially her agricultural labor. At the same time, women in non-

bridewealth marriages may be more likely to work outside of subsistence farming because 

they are not expected to meet the agricultural production needs of the husband’s family. 

Compared to their peers in bridewealth marriages, they may have more opportunities to 

work in other occupations to meet their family’s financial needs. Furthermore, women in 

non-bridewealth marriages may lack the extended family ties and material and nutritional 

safety that bridewealth marriage is expected to provide and therefore may be pressured into 

paid work to secure themselves (and their families) financially.

Contrary to our expectations, we observed no association of bridewealth payment with 

women’s decision-making autonomy or with modern contraceptive use. Our null findings 

for these outcomes also differ from other studies of bridewealth marriage in the sub-

continent that do find lower contraceptive use and reproductive autonomy for women in 

bridewealth vs. non-bridewealth marriages. For example, a study using hypothetical data 

from a vignette experiment in Ghana found that bridewealth marriage has strong, consistent 

negative effects on reproductive autonomy (Horne et al., 2013), and survey data from 

Uganda showed that bridewealth marriage was associated with lower contraceptive use when 

women wanted to stop childbearing but their husbands did not (Dodoo & Dodoo, 2017). 

Qualitative interviews of Ghanaian adolescent boys regarding their expectations of authority 

in bridewealth marriages found that boys anticipated that bridewealth payments would give 

them more marital authority (Frost & Dodoo, 2010).

Multiple elements of research design and measurement may explain these differences. For 

example, data from vignette experiments and qualitative interviews effectively capture 

norms and expectations, while our survey data on behavior and practices may better measure 

current realities. In addition, although we control for women’s fertility desires, we do not 

account for husband’s fertility desires, which also have a strong influence on contraceptive 

uptake (DeRose & Ezeh, 2005; Prata et al., 2017), or other factors influencing contraceptive 

attitudes and uptake. Thus, our measure of contraceptive use does not fully account for 

reproductive autonomy. Furthermore, our autonomy measure integrates multiple physical, 

social, and economic aspects of women’s autonomy, while prior studies treated reproductive 

and business autonomy as separate domains.

Our study is not without limitations. Our measure of bridewealth payment is constructed 

from information collected from women about whether their husband has paid bridewealth 

in full, partially, or not at all. Because bridewealth negotiations are conducted primarily 

between the groom and wife’s family, the wife is not always fully informed of decisions 

(Meekers, 1992). This limitation is relatively minor, however, as the clauses of bridewealth 
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transfers are typically well established (often in writing) and agreed upon. Our study may 

also be affected by selection. Women entering bridewealth marriages may be inherently 

different from women in non-bridewealth marriages on some characteristics that we cannot 

account for with our data. Unobserved heterogeneity could affect selection into bridewealth 

marriage as well our outcome variables. However, we do control for some key predictors of 

marital stability and women’s activities, including age at marriage, woman’s education, and 

household characteristics. Further, to the extent that these selection processes reflect current 

meanings of bridewealth marriage, they do not detract from our primary goal of 

understanding the role of bridewealth payments in contemporary marriage systems. In 

analyses of divorce, we could not include all women who were part of the Wave 1 sample 

because some women died or migrated out of the study area and could not be located. While 

we tried to ascertain the marital trajectories of those women through proxy interviews with 

their neighbors or any remaining family members, we could not obtain this information for 

all women who were lost to followup. These women may be different from women included 

in these analyses.

These limitations notwithstanding, this study’s findings contribute to our understanding of 

the role and meaning of bridewealth and, more broadly, of the changing nature of marriage 

in rural sub-Saharan Africa. The decline in the practice of bridewealth reflects a shift from 

marriage that is embedded in a broader kinship and family system to couple- and individual-

focused unions. This shift in the nature of marriage stems from both socio-cultural change 

and the economic transformation of rural society and its growing heterogeneity. As income 

inequality rises, bridewealth marriages are becoming less common but are also increasingly 

confined to the rural socioeconomic elite, further reasserting their privileged status. At the 

same time, the declining prevalence of bridewealth marriages, along with the persistently 

low levels of civil registration, may lead to a further rise in marital dissolution, with negative 

implications for rural women, particularly as it relates to their access to economic resources. 

Future research on marriage and family in sub-Saharan Africa should focus on the specific 

meanings and practices of family behavior in local social and cultural contexts, but also 

situate these meanings in global systems of family change.

Acknowledgement

The collection of data used in this study was supported by Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development, Grant # R21 HD048257 and Grant # R01 HD058365. We also acknowledge 
support from UCLA’s California Center for Population Research (P2C-HD041022) and OSU’s Institute for 
Population Research (P2C-HD058484).

References

Abdul-Korah GB (2014). ‘If it’s your money, I will pay and go’: Shifting and contested significance of 
brideprice payment among the Dagaaba of Northwest Ghana. Journal of Asian and African Studies, 
49(3), 332–346. 10.1177/0021909613486088

Agadjanian V, & Hayford SR (2018). Men’s migration, women’s autonomy, and union dissolution in 
rural Mozambique. Journal of Family Issues, 39(5), 1236–1257. 10.1177/0192513X17698184 
[PubMed: 31395999] 

Ahearn LM (2001). Invitations to love: Literacy, love letters, and social change in Nepal. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press.

Chae et al. Page 16

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Al-Samarrai S, & Bennell P (2007). Where has all the education gone in sub-Saharan Africa? 
Employment and other outcomes among secondary school and university leavers. The Journal of 
Development Studies, 43(7), 1270–1300. 10.1080/00220380701526592

Allendorf K, & Pandian RK (2016). The decline of arranged marriage? Marital change and continuity 
in India. Population and Development Review, 42(3), 435–464. 10.1111/j.1728-4457.2016.00149.x 
[PubMed: 28344368] 

Amato PR (2010). Research on divorce: Continuing trends and new developments. Journal of Marriage 
and the Family, 72(3), 650–666. 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00723.x

Anderson S (2007). The economics of dowry and brideprice. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 21(4), 
151–174. 10.1257/jep.21.4.151

Ansell N (2001). ‘Because it’s our culture!’ (Re)Negotiating the meaning of ‘lobola’ in Southern 
African secondary schools. Journal of Southern African Studies, 27(4), 697–716. 
10.1080/03057070120090691

Bagnol B (2008). Lovolo e espíritos no Sul de Moçambique. Análise Social, 251–272.

Bishai D, & Grossbard S (2010). Far above rubies: Bride price and extramarital sexual relations in 
Uganda. Journal of Population Economics, 23(4), 1177–1187.

Bongaarts J, Mensch BS, & Blanc AK (2017). Trends in the age at reproductive transitions in the 
developing world: The role of education. Population Studies, 71(2), 139–154. 
10.1080/00324728.2017.1291986 [PubMed: 28397543] 

Boserup E, Tan SF, & Toulmin C (2013). Woman’s role in economic development. London: Routledge.

Caldwell JC, & Caldwell P (1987). The cultural context of high fertility in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Population and Development Review, 13(3), 409–437. 10.2307/1973133

Carmichael S (2011). Marriage and power: Age at first marriage and spousal age gap in lesser 
developed countries. The History of the Family, 16(4), 416–436. 10.1016/j.hisfam.2011.08.002

Casale D, & Posel D (2010). The male marital earnings premium in the context of bride wealth 
payments: Evidence from South Africa. Economic Development and Cultural Change, 58(2), 211–
230. 10.1086/647976

Chamie J, & Mirkin B (2011). Same-sex marriage: a new social phenomenon. Population and 
Development Review, 37(3), 529–551. 10.1111/j.1728-4457.2011.00433.x [PubMed: 22167814] 

Cherlin AJ (2004). The deinstitutionalization of American marriage. Journal of Marriage and Family, 
66(4), 848–861. 10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00058.x

Clark S, & Brauner-Otto S (2015). Divorce in sub-Saharan Africa: Are unions becoming less stable? 
Population and Development Review, 41(4), 583–605. 10.1111/j.1728-4457.2015.00086.x

Clark S, Poulin M, & Kohler H-P (2009). Marital aspirations, sexual behaviors, and HIV/AIDS in rural 
Malawi. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 71(2), 396–416. 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2009.00607.x 
[PubMed: 20161389] 

Dekker M, & Hoogeveen H (2002). Bride wealth and household security in rural Zimbabwe. Journal of 
African Economies, 11(1), 114–145. 10.1093/jae/11.1.114

DeRose LF, & Ezeh AC (2005). Men’s influence on the onset and progress of fertility decline in 
Ghana, 1988–98. Population Studies, 59(2), 197–210. 10.1080/00324720500099496 [PubMed: 
16096198] 

Dodoo FN-A, & Frost AE (2008). Gender in African population research: The fertility/reproductive 
health example. Annual Review of Sociology, 34, 431–452. 10.1146/
annurev.soc.34.040507.134552

Dodoo FN-A, Horne C, & Biney A (2014). Does education mitigate the adverse impact of bridewealth 
on women’s reproductive autonomy? Genus, 70(1), 77–97.

Dodoo ND, & Dodoo F (2017). Bridewealth payment and actual contraceptive behavior in Uganda. 
Sociological Viewpoints, 31(1), 46–60. 10.26908/3112017016

Ferraro GP (1983). The persistence of bridewealth in Swaziland. International Journal of Sociology of 
the Family, 13(1), 1–16.

Filmer D, & Fox L (2014). Youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa. Washington DC: The World 
Bank.

Chae et al. Page 17

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Filmer D, & Pritchett L (1999). The effect of household wealth on educational attainment: Evidence 
from 35 countries. Population and Development Review, 25(1), 85–120. 10.1111/
j.1728-4457.1999.00085.x

Frost AE, & Dodoo FN-A (2010). “The man comes to marry the woman”: Exploring adolescent boys’ 
gendered expectations for bridewealth and marriage among the Akwapim of southern Ghana. 
Marriage & Family Review, 46(1–2), 41–59. 10.1080/01494921003648563

Frye M (2012). Bright futures in Malawi’s new dawn: Educational aspirations as assertions of identity. 
American Journal of Sociology, 117(6), 1565–1624. 10.1086/664542

Ghimire DJ, Axinn WG, Yabiku ST, & Thornton A (2006). Social change, premarital nonfamily 
experience, and spouse choice in an arranged marriage society. American Journal of Sociology, 
111(4), 1181–1218. 10.1086/498468

Goode WJ (1963). World revolution and family patterns. New York: The Free Press.

Goode WJ (1993). World changes in divorce patterns. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Goody J (1973). Bridewealth and dowry in Africa and Eurasia. In Goody J & Tambiah SJ (Eds.), 
Bridewealth and dowry (pp. 1–58). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Goody J (1983). The development of the family and marriage in Europe: Cambridge University Press.

Heard G (2011). Socioeconomic marriage differentials in Australia and New Zealand. Population and 
Development Review, 37(1), 125–160. 10.1111/j.1728-4457.2011.00392.x [PubMed: 21735614] 

Hendi AS (2017). Globalization and contemporary fertility convergence. Social Forces, 96(1), 215–
238. 10.1093/sf/sox044

Horne C, Dodoo FN-A, & Dodoo ND (2013). The shadow of indebtedness: Bridewealth and norms 
constraining female reproductive autonomy. American Sociological Review, 78(3), 503–520. 
10.1177/0003122413484923

Jensen A-M (2015). Changes in brideprice payments in Christian and Muslim villages of Kenya. 
Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 46(1), 105–120. 10.3138/jcfs.46.1.105

Junod HA (1912). The life of a South African tribe (Vol. 1). Neuchatel, Switzerland: Attinger frères.

Kalmijn M (2013). The educational gradient in marriage: A comparison of 25 European countries. 
Demography, 50(4), 1499–1520. 10.1007/s13524-013-0229-x [PubMed: 23821472] 

Kuper H (1950). Kinship among the Swazi. In Radcliffe-Brown AR & Forde D (Eds.), African systems 
of kinship and marriage (pp. 86–110). London: Oxford University Press.

Lavrin A, & Couturier E (1979). Dowries and wills: A view of women’s socioeconomic role in 
colonial Guadalajara and Puebla, 1640–1790. The Hispanic American Historical Review, 59(2), 
280–304. 10.2307/2514415

Lesthaeghe R (2010). The unfolding story of the second demographic transition. Population and 
Development Review, 36(2), 211–251. 10.1111/j.1728-4457.2010.00328.x [PubMed: 20734551] 

Loforte AM (2000). Género e Poder: Entre os Tsonga de Moçambique [Gender and Power among the 
Tsonga of Mozambique]. Maputo: Promédia.

Luke N (2005). Confronting the ‘sugar daddy’ stereotype: Age and economic asymmetries and risky 
sexual behavior in urban Kenya. International Family Planning Perspectives, 31(1), 6–14. 
10.1363/3100605 [PubMed: 15888404] 

Lundberg S, Pollak RA, & Stearns J (2016). Family inequality: Diverging patterns in marriage, 
cohabitation, and childbearing. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 30(2), 79–102. 10.1257/
jep.30.2.79 [PubMed: 27170828] 

Meekers D (1992). The process of marriage in African societies: A multiple indicator approach. 
Population and Development Review, 18(1), 61–78. 10.2307/1971859

Meekers D (1995a). Freedom of partner choice in Togo. Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 26(2), 
163–178.

Meekers D (1995b). Immaculate conceptions in sub-Saharan Africa: Exploratory analysis of 
inconsistencies in the timing of first sexual intercourse and first birth. Social Biology, 42(3–4), 
151–161. 10.1080/19485565.1995.9988897 [PubMed: 8738542] 

Mensch BS (2005). The transition to marriage. In Lloyd CB (Ed.), Growing Up Global: The Changing 
Transitions to Adulthood in Developing Countries (pp. 416–484). Washington D.C.: The National 
Academies Press.

Chae et al. Page 18

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Metcalfe AC (1993). Disappearance of the dowry: Women, families, and social change in Sao Paulo, 
Brazil, 1600–1900. Journal of Social History, 26(3), 648–651.

Ministry of Health, National Institute of Statistics, & ICF International. (2013). Mozambique 
Demographic and Health Survey 2011. In. Calverton, MD: Ministry of Health, National Institute 
of Statistics, and ICF International.

Murdock GP (1959). Africa: Its peoples and their culture history. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Murdock GP (1967). Ethnographic Atlas. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh.

Parker G (2015). The practice of Lobola in contemporary South African society. Journal of Third 
World Studies, 32(2), 175–190. 10.2307/48518235

Perelli-Harris B, & Lyons-Amos M (2016). Partnership patterns in the United States and across 
Europe: The role of education and country context. Social Forces, 95(1), 251–282. 10.1093/sf/
sow054

Phillips A (Ed.) (2018). Survey of African marriage and family life (Vol. 55): Boca Raton, FL : 
Routledge.

Posel D, & Rudwick S (2014). Marriage and bridewealth (Ilobolo) in contemporary Zulu society. 
African Studies Review, 57(2), 51–72. 10.1017/asr.2014.47

Poulin M (2007). Sex, money, and premarital partnerships in southern Malawi. Social Science & 
Medicine, 65(11), 2383–2393. 10.1016/j.socscimed.2007.05.030 [PubMed: 17764797] 

Prata N, Bell S, Fraser A, Carvalho A, Neves I, & Nieto-Andrade B (2017). Partner support for family 
planning and modern contraceptive use in Luanda, Angola. African Journal of Reproductive 
Health, 21(2), 35–48. 10.29063/ajrh2017/v21i2.5 [PubMed: 29624938] 

Rudwick S, & Posel D (2015). Zulu bridewealth (ilobolo) and womanhood in South Africa. Social 
Dynamics, 41(2), 289–306. 10.1080/02533952.2015.1060683

Sennott C, Madhavan S, & Nam Y (2020). Modernizing marriage: Balancing the benefits and 
liabilities of bridewealth in rural South Africa. Qualitative Sociology. Advance online publication. 
10.1007/s11133-020-09457-w

Shadle BL (2003). Bridewealth and female consent: Marriage disputes in African courts, Gusiiland, 
Kenya. The Journal of African History, 44(2), 241–262. 10.1017/S0021853703008429

Shapiro D, & Gebreselassie T (2014). Marriage in sub-Saharan Africa: Trends, determinants, and 
consequences. Population Research and Policy Review, 33(2), 229–255. 10.1007/
s11113-013-9287-4

Sheldon K (2020). “Down with bridewealth!” The organization of Mozambican women debates 
women’s issues. In Omotoso SA (Ed.), Women’s political communication in Africa: Issues and 
perspectives (pp. 9–26). Ibadan, Nigeria: Springer.

Shope JH (2006). ‘Lobola is here to stay’: rural black women and the contradictory meanings of lobolo 
in post-apartheid South Africa. Agenda, 20(68), 64–72. 10.1080/10130950.2006.9674724

Silberschmidt M (2001). Disempowerment of men in rural and urban East Africa: implications for 
male identity and sexual behavior. World Development, 29(4), 657–671. 10.1016/
S0305-750X(00)00122-4

Smith DJ (2001). Romance, parenthood, and gender in a modern African society. Ethnology, 40(2), 
129–151. 10.2307/3773927

Sudman S, Bradburn NM, & Schwarz N (1996). Thinking about answers: The application of cognitive 
processes to survey methodology. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Thornton A (2013). Reading history sideways: The fallacy and enduring impact of the developmental 
paradigm on family life: University of Chicago Press.

Thornton A, Pierotti RS, Young-DeMarco L, & Watkins S (2014). Developmental idealism and 
cultural models of the family in Malawi. Population Research and Policy Review, 33(5), 693–716. 
10.1007/s11113-014-9322-0 [PubMed: 25197155] 

Treas J, Lui J, & Gubernskaya Z (2014). Attitudes on marriage and new relationships: Cross-national 
evidence on the deinstitutionalization of marriage. Demographic Research, 30(Article 54), 1495–
1526. 10.4054/DemRes.2014.30.54 [PubMed: 26052248] 

World Bank. (2019). World Development Indicators Database. Retrieved August 10, 2020

Chae et al. Page 19

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Figure 1. 
Prevalence of lobolo marriages

Note: The prevalence of lobolo is significantly different (p<0.001) between the earliest and 

most recent marriage cohorts.
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Figure 2. 
Prevalence of lobolo marriages under different scenarios

Notes: The lower bound estimate is based on the assumption that all marriages with 

unknown lobolo status did not involve lobolo payment. The upper bound estimate is based 

on the assumption that all marriages with unknown lobolo status involved lobolo payment.
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Figure 3. 
Outcomes by lobolo status

Notes: ‡ Autonomy score ranges from 0 to 12.

§ Among non-pregnant women.

**: p<0.01; ***: p<0.001.
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Table 1.

Descriptive statistics (means or percentages) of respondents in study sample, rural Mozambique (measured at 

Wave 1)

Non-lobolo marriage Lobolo marriage

Age (years) 25.7 28.9 ***

Educational attainment (%)

 None 27.2 22.6

 0–4 grades 43.8 49.2

 5+ grades 29.1 28.2

Affiliated with organized religion (%) 87.3 85.3

Wealth (%) ***

 Low 19.2 8.6

 Middle 72.2 67.3

 High 8.6 24.2

Desires more children (%) 77.5 66.2 ***

Husband’s age (%) ***

 18–29 41.1 19.0

 30–39 27.4 33.9

 40+ 9.7 25.7

 Don’t know 21.9 21.5

Spousal age difference (%) ***

 Two years or less 22.6 14.2

 3–5 years 27.2 22.9

 6–10 years 18.7 24.4

 11+ years 9.7 17.1

 Don’t know 21.9 21.5

Husband’s educational attainment (%)

 None 15.6 11.8

 0–4 grades 34.1 35.3

 5+ grades 34.0 35.2

 Unknown 16.3 17.7

Migrant husband (%) 40.7 45.3

Polygynous marriage 16.1 25.8 ***

Previously married (%) 17.1 8.4 ***

Year of marriage (%) ***

 2001–2007 48.3 23.1

 1996–2000 33.3 31.3

 1991–1995 12.7 25.7

 1977–1990 5.8 20.0

Age at marriage (years) 19.3 18.7 **

Marriage duration (years) 6.3 10.2 ***

Involved in marriage decision (%) 71.8 57.4 ***
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Non-lobolo marriage Lobolo marriage

N 932 620

*
Significant at p<.05;

**
p<.01;

***
p<.001.
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Table 2.

Multilevel logistic regression models predicting lobolo marriage, rural Mozambique

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2

Year of marriage (ref. 2001–2006)

 1996–2000 0.69*** 0.83***

(0.14) (0.15)

 1991–1995 1.52*** 1.63***

(0.16) (0.18)

 1977–1990 2.06*** 2.18***

(0.20) (0.22)

Age at marriage 0.05*

(0.02)

Educational attainment (ref. None)

 1–4 grades 0.19

(0.16)

 5+ grades 0.20

(0.19)

Affiliated with organized religion 0.20

(0.18)

Household wealth (ref. Low)

 Middle 0.73***

(0.19)

 High 1.76***

(0.24)

Spousal age difference (ref. Two years or less)

 3–5 years 0.19

(0.19)

 6–10 years 0.64**

(0.19)

 11+ years 0.77***

(0.23)

 Don’t know 0.49*

(0.21)

Husband’s educational attainment (ref. None)

 1–4 grades 0.33

(0.20)

 5+ grades 0.51*

(0.21)

 Unknown 0.54*

(0.23)
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VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2

Migrant husband 0.18

(0.12)

Polygynous marriage 0.30+

(0.16)

Respondent involved in marriage decision −0.57***

(0.13)

Previously married −0.88***

(0.23)

Constant −1.19*** −3.55***

(0.12) (0.51)

Village-level variance 0.44*** 0.47***

(0.08) (0.09)

N 1,552 1,552

Note: Coefficients with standard errors in parentheses

***
p<0.001,

**
p<0.01,

*
p<0.05.
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Table 3.

Multilevel regression models predicting marital dissolution, women’s autonomy, women’s paid work, and 

modern contraception use, rural Mozambique

Divorced by Wave 3 Autonomy score Paid work in past month Modern contraception use

Lobolo marriage −0.52** −0.18 −0.50** −0.05

(0.19) (0.14) (0.16) (0.20)

Age −0.26* 0.31** 0.30** 0.31*

(0.13) (0.10) (0.11) (0.15)

Age squared 0.00* −0.00** −0.00* −0.01*

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Educational attainment (ref. None)

 1–4 grades 0.01 −0.21 0.35* 0.48

(0.20) (0.15) (0.17) (0.26)

 5+ grades −0.14 −0.17 0.53* 0.90**

(0.24) (0.19) (0.22) (0.29)

Affiliated with organized religion 0.04 −0.21 −0.08 −0.36

(0.24) (0.18) (0.20) (0.30)

Household wealth (ref. Low)

 Middle −0.62** −0.01 −0.08 0.13

(0.21) (0.17) (0.19) (0.27)

 High −0.54 0.24 −0.56* 0.80*

(0.30) (0.23) (0.27) (0.33)

Desires more children −1.08***

(0.20)

Husband’s age (ref. 18–29 yrs)

 30–39 0.05 −0.29 0.23 −0.51*

(0.22) (0.18) (0.20) (0.25)

 40+ −0.61 −0.26 0.49 −1.08**

(0.38) (0.25) (0.28) (0.38)

 Don’t know −0.23 −0.03 0.70** −0.49

(0.24) (0.20) (0.22) (0.31)

Husband’s educational attainment 
(ref. None)

 1–4 grades −0.23 −0.07 0.08 0.50

(0.25) (0.19) (0.21) (0.30)

 5+ grades 0.00 −0.05 0.26 0.50

(0.26) (0.21) (0.23) (0.32)

 Don’t know 0.12 0.14 −0.12 −0.13

(0.28) (0.22) (0.25) (0.39)

Migrant husband −0.07 1.16*** −0.07 −0.30
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Divorced by Wave 3 Autonomy score Paid work in past month Modern contraception use

(0.16) (0.12) (0.14) (0.18)

Marriage duration −0.10*** 0.04* −0.01 0.07*

(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Polygynous marriage 0.62** 0.10 −0.09 −0.22

(0.20) (0.16) (0.18) (0.24)

Previously married 0.15 0.08 −0.17 0.20

(0.27) (0.21) (0.23) (0.33)

Involved in marriage decision −0.19 0.28* 0.02 0.09

(0.17) (0.13) (0.15) (0.19)

Constant 3.54* −0.65 −6.28*** −6.03**

(1.75) (1.36) (1.59) (2.08)

Village-level variance 0.09 0.45*** 0.30*** 0.31***

(0.08) (0.13) (0.12) (0.15)

N 1,342 1,552 1,552 1,219

Note: Coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Linear regression is used to predict women’s autonomy. All other outcomes are predicted 
using logistic regression.

***
p<0.001,

**
p<0.01,

*
p<0.05.
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