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ABSTRACT 

There is scant scholarly attention on the gendered experiences of left-behind spouses living 

in the same socio-cultural environment in the context of internal migration. This study 

therefore compared the gendered experiences of left-behind wives and husbands in Northern 

Region of Ghana. Using Sequential Explanatory Strategy approach of mixed methods, the 

study purposively sampled 400 left-behind spouses from four administrative districts in 

Northern Region of Ghana. The study adopted Connell’s theoretical model of gender and 

power to explain how the structures of gender division of labour and power in Northern 

Region have influenced the gendered experiences of left-behind husbands and wives in 

terms of their roles, power relations, benefit, challenges and coping strategies. 

 

The findings show that there is male dominance in household decision-making because of 

strong adherence to biased socio-cultural division of gender power relations such as 

patriarchy in the study area. The autonomy of left-behind spouses to participate in the 

household decision-making varies based on sex and associated gendered power relations. 

The pattern of gendered power relations in decision-making varies according to family 

structure and place of residence.   

 

The impact of spousal migration on changes in gender roles is also wrought by strong 

adherence to gender division of labour which, does not allow men to perform roles 

considered to be feminine.  As a result, roles of migrant spouses are often assumed by family 

members of the same sex as the migrant spouses rather than the left-behind spouse. 

However, a higher proportion of left-behind spouses in nuclear households and in urban 

areas are able to assume the gendered roles of their migrant spouses. The study also found 

that the entrenched imbalances in the distribution of gender roles and power impacted on 

the benefits and challenges of spousal migration and in the ways that husbands and wives 

cope with the absence of their spouses. The study therefore concludes that changes in 

gendered roles and power relations are not only affected by migration of spouses but, 

mediated by other factors such as socialisation on cherished socio-cultural values, 

modernisation, and social changes in family and community structure. 

 

The study therefore recommends that the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social 

Protection, National Commission on Civic Education and other civil society organisations 

should embarked upon education and other sensitization campaigns. These activities should 

be geared towards informing the residents of the study area and similar communities on the 

need for socio-cultural transformations aimed at reducing their adherence to discriminatory 

cultural practices such as strong gender divisions in labour and power relations.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.1 Background of the study  

Recognising the importance of migration, the United Nations has for the first time included 

issues of migration in the framework for post 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

by making seven explicit references to migrants and migration (Nijenhuis & Leung, 2017). 

This is in acknowledgement of the fact that migration is a multifaceted global phenomenon 

with social, economic and political ramifications for countries, communities, families, 

migrants and even non-migrants (U. N. General Assembly, 2013). Although migration 

within and across national borders influences the social, economic, cultural and political 

development (Ratha, 2007; Ratha et al, 2011), scholars in the area of migration have paid 

more attention to the impact of migration on economic development. Consequently, studies 

on migration have examined extensively, the impact of remittances at the micro, meso and 

macro levels of economic development, livelihood empowerment and poverty alleviation 

across the globe (Quartey, 2006; Ratha, 2007; Murrugarra & Herrera, 2011; Bulley & 

Quartey, 2014).  

 

Globally, there is more attention on the nexus between migration and development (de Haas 

& van Rooij, 2010; Ratha et al, 2011; Clemens et al, 2015). Most governments in Africa 

and other Third World countries have shown greater interest in how migration can lead to 

development and have subsequently tailored their migration polices in this direction (U. N. 

General Assembly, 2013). In consonance with this global, trend of development, the content 

of the Migration Policy for Ghana also emphasize more on how migration can be used to 

harness development potentials at various levels in the country (Government of Ghana, 

2016). It is essentially apt at this epoch of development to draw the attention of migration 

researchers and policy makers to the fact that the benefits of migration to migrants and their 
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families transcend just economic development and its impacts. Migration also affects other 

dimensions of human social life such as social relations which equally need scholarly 

attention. 

 

Thus, the impact of migration on the cultural beliefs, social relations of people and their 

society has not received commensurate research attention even though these form 

fundamental aspect of many human societies (Nyberg-Sorensen et al, 2002). The literature 

on migration studies therefore postulates a comparative dearth of research interest in the 

socio-cultural consequences of migration. This notwithstanding, studies on both 

international and internal migration have revealed both positive and adverse social 

consequences of migration on society as a whole and the family in particular (Antman, 2013; 

Corties 2015; Démurger, 2015). Some studies conducted on migrant families have revealed 

the role of migration in enhancing the social capital and socio-economic status of the family. 

Other studies have also identified how migration has contributed to family breakdown, 

fragmentation of social networks and further bestow psychosocial stress on some family 

members (Kahn et al. 2003). Thus, migration has both desirable and undesirable social 

consequences on migrants and the family members living at areas of origin and communities 

in Northern Region of Ghana are no exceptions. Some scholarly evidence shows that 

migration has social ramifications on both migrants and their left-behind families at the 

destination and origin areas, respectively. Families left behind are mostly affected as the 

family structures are altered with the migration of key family members such as wives or 

husbands (Iqbal & Mohyuddin, 2014; Lam& Yeoh, 2018). But there is little knowledge on 

how left-behind family members subsequently make adjustments to deal with the vacuum 

created by the migrant husband or wife and the associated gendered implications.  
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The literature also shows that there is less prominence placed on internal migration and 

family issues in Africa and Ghana in particular. The few studies in this area emphasised 

more on the impact of international migration on the family and most of these studies were 

carried out in Asia and Latin America, parts of Europe with just a few of them in Africa 

(Parreñas, 2005; Mazzucato & Schans, 2011; Peng & Wong, 2016). Although internal 

migration and its attendant cost and benefits on families have received some amount of 

research attention, most of these studies also focused on the migrants at the destination areas 

with less emphasis on the left-behind family members at the origin (Parreñas, 2005; Dreby, 

2007; Reed et al, 2010; Démurger, 2015). The trend of studies on internal migration in 

Ghana is also skewed towards destination areas with less interest on the effects of internal 

migration at the origin. Meanwhile the activities of the migrants equally affect other family 

members who do not migrate (Cortes, 2015).  Although, Ackah & Medvedev (2012) have 

identified some effects of internal migration on families left-behind at the origin areas, their 

study and a couple of other studies like Agyei (2016) emphasized more on the economic 

effects and less on the socio-cultural effects of migration on families at the places of origin. 

 

An important stream of internal migrants who have received research attention in Ghana are 

North-South migrants (Awumbila, 2007; Awumbila & Ardayfio-Schandorf, 2008; 

Kwankyie et al., 2009). However, issue of left-behind spouses related to this stream of 

migration have not received much attention.  Awedoba (2008) established that historically 

husbands often migrated from the north to the south without their families because they 

want to earn income and return home.  Over the years, the practice where a spouse is left 

behind in the Northern Region has not changed even with the current increasing 

feminisation of migration and independent female migration. Wives are migrating and 

leaving their husbands behind. Since thhis practice is common in most parts of northern 

Ghana. This geographical area therefore has a significant number of out-migrants moving 
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to the southern part of Ghana for various reasons including maximising the value of their 

human capital (GSS, 2012) whilst their families remain at home. It is therefore important to 

investigate the experiences of some of these left-behind family members at the origin.    

 

1.2 Statement of the Problem  

Migration has social costs and benefits for families left behind but this is often skewed 

towards children left-behind by migrant parents (Cortes, 2015). There is little scholarly 

attention on other left-behind family members such as, wives and husbands although they 

also require equal research attention from migration scholars. The few studies that have 

investigated the experiences of left-behind husbands and wives show that the absence of a 

wife or husband due to migration can have both positive and negative effects on the 

wellbeing of the other spouse who remains at the origin (Antman, 2013; Cortes, 2015; 

Démurger, 2015), and this experience could be gendered (Curran et al., 2006). The 

migration of a wife or husband permanently, seasonally or circularly may create a fracture 

in the structure of the family. Their absence may result in the malformation of the usual 

functioning of the family system. This has implications for the life of the left-behind spouse 

since the pattern of everyday life and management of the family is likely to be affected 

(Mazzucato & Schans, 2011; Peng & Wong, 2016). Family structures, when altered, lead to 

reassignment of tasks and existing roles of the remaining family members to fill the gap left 

by the absent family member (Gamburd 2000; Hugo 2002; Parreñas 2005). In the case 

where a spouse migrates, his or her responsibilities maybe assumed by the spouse left-

behind depending on the residential pattern of the left-behind spouse (Yabiku et al., 2010). 

This tends to result in possible changes in the gendered roles and power relation in the family 

(Ullah, 2017; Lam &Yeoh, 2018). All these transformations in the family shape the 

experiences of the spouse, be it the husband or wife who remains at home to manage the 

affairs of the family.  
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Some studies have shown that almost every sphere of human society is basically gendered 

as a result of existing normative socio-cultural structures. These normative structures ensure 

that responsibilities and power are socially assigned to individuals based on their gendered 

status which are socio-culturally constructed and ascribed (Connell, 1987; Pickbourn, 

2011). Society therefore expects husbands and wives to carry out their normative gendered 

expectations according to their socio-cultural beliefs. Since spousal migration could alter 

the normative gendered roles and expectations (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992), it is important 

that migration studies acknowledge the gendered consequence of spousal migration and its 

impact on the experiences of husbands and wives who remain at the origin communities 

(Parreñas 2005; Dreby, 2007; Démurger, 2015). Such studies should therefore focus on the 

disaggregated experiences of left-behind wives and husbands at places of origin and build a 

compendium of the comparable gendered experiences of both left-behind wives and 

husbands for a comprehensive understanding of this aspect of migration studies. 

 

 Over the past decades, migration studies have not paid much attention to left-behind wives 

and husbands with regards to the transformation in the structure of their households when 

their spouses migrate and how this even shapes their varying experiences in performing their 

normative gendered roles and responsibilities. In an attempt to fill this academic void, 

feminist scholars have rather placed emphasis on the migration of husbands and its 

ramification on left-behind wives (Yabiku et al, 2010; Sarker, & Islam, 2014; Ikuomola, 

2015; Ullah, 2017). This literature conservatively portrays men as the dominant if not the 

only mobile group while neglecting the current phenomenon of increasing independent 

female migration, including the migration of wives and its outcome on husbands who are 

left-behind in sending communities. For instance, studies by Hoang & Yeoh (2011) and 

Lam & Yeoh (2018) demonstrate that the current increasing involvement of wives in 

independent female migration streams in parts of Asia impacts immensely on the husbands 
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who are left at the origin just as migration of husbands also impacts on wives left-behind. 

In Ghana, Awumbila et al (2007) indicate that the female stream of Kayayei (head potters) 

from northern to southern Ghana comprised married women and they also leave behind 

husbands whose lives are also impacted in various ways due to the absence of their wives. 

Most feminist studies on families in particular have focused more on the migration of 

husbands and how it impacts on gender division of labour and changing gender relation in 

the family as well as the experiences of wives (Brown 1983; Antman, 2013; Sarker, & Islam, 

2014; Ikuomola, 2015). Amidst all these, not much is known about the gendered experiences 

of husbands and how they cope with the absence of their wives, particularly how they have 

to combine their productive responsibilities with the domestic duties left by migrant wives. 

The overt emphasis on gendered issues of wives and neglected focus on a balanced gendered 

perspective on both wives and husbands is a key factor obstructing the ability of researchers 

and other intellectuals in this field to theorize and comprehensively appreciate the gender 

implications of migration in left-behind families; and this has been the concern of a few 

scholars in the migration and family literature (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999; Hoang, & Yeoh, 

2011; Thao & Agergaard, 2012). 

 

It is important to acknowledge that the feminisation of current trends and patterns of 

migration (Piper, 2008) implies that more wives are migrating and leaving behind their 

husbands. The less interest in the effects of the migration of married women on left-behind 

husbands could probably be attributed to patriarchal and masculine beliefs and practices. 

The perception that men have the power to make decisions and control the productive 

resources in most parts of Africa and Ghana specifically since patriarchy privileges men 

over women (Asiyanbola, 2005; Boateng et al, 2006; Koomson, 2017). They are therefore 

perceived as economically sufficient, emotionally tougher and least affected when their 

wives migrate and leave them behind. The skewed research attention on the experiences of 
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wives left behind has further created a gender gap in the migration literature by not giving 

equal attention to the experiences of left-behind husbands since gender is about the social 

constructions of roles and relationships between men and women. Equal research attention 

should therefore be given to the experiences of husbands left behind. Another likely reason 

why the experiences of left-behind husbands has not received more research attention in 

Africa and Ghana in particular is the possibility that extended family members and other 

females such as co-wives and friends of migrant wives may take up the responsibilities of 

the migrant wife. But the psychological and emotional roles of migrant wives may not be 

appropriately played by family members and other helpers. Besides, the role of extended 

families as source of support for other family members in most societies in Africa and Ghana 

in particular is dwindling as such families are becoming nucleated (Nukunya, 2003; 

Therborn, 2004).  

 

 The gender division of labour and power in most socieites in the world and Africa are the 

ramifications of entrenched conventional socio-cultural arrangement of society (Connell, 

1987) and Ghanaian societies are not exceptions. The allocation of roles, responsibilities 

and privileges based on one’s gender is a common  socio-cultural practice in most parts of 

Ghana (Pickbourn, 2011). Roles, responsibilities and decision making powers are assigned 

to men and women based on their gender status in the society, family or household (Boateng 

et al., 2006), social expectations of strict adherance to traditionally assigned gendered roles 

and responsibilities is more pronounced in the Northern part of Ghana (Koomson, 2017) 

due to the deep-seated beliefs in patriarchal and masculine orientation. However, some 

studies show that migration which  empowers wives and emasculate husbands as well as 

having the tendency to influence the normal order of gender and power relations among 

couples (Hoang & Yeoh, 2011; Douglas-Harrison, 2014) is common practice in the 

Northern Region of Ghana (GSS, 2014).  
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In Ghana as a whole and in Northern Region in particular, there have not been many studies 

on the relationship between spousal migration and its effects on the gendered experiences 

of left-behind husbands and wives. Notwithstanding the fact that some studies on migration 

and gender have demonstrated that in most instances, men and women experience migration 

and its impact differently and patriarchy further exacerbates the gendered experiences of 

men and women differently (Alumkal, 1999). But there has not been much effort directed 

at doing a gendered comparative analysis on the experiences of men and women. The closest 

study on a gendered comparative analysis is by Reed et al. (2010) but they focused on the 

varied determinant factors that influence the migration of men and women but not on non-

migrant or men and women who have been left-behind by migrants. It is against this 

background that this study sets out to conduct a comparative study on the gendered 

experiences of left-behind wives and husbands in selected communities of the Northern 

Region of Ghana. 

 

1.3 Objectives 

The general objective of this study was to examine the gendered experiences and coping 

strategies of spouses of north-south internal migrants with respect to changing gender roles 

and power relations in households in the Northern Region of Ghana. The specific objectives 

are: 

1. To find out the relationship between spousal migration and gender power relations 

among the left-behind spouses. 

2. To examine the relationship between spousal migration and changing gender roles 

among the left-behind spouses. 

3. To examine the extent to which the opportunities and challenges of spousal migration 

on the left-behind spouse are gendered. 
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4. To explore the varied gendered strategies adopted by left-behind spouses to deal with 

the effects of the absence of their migrant spouses. 

 

1.4 Research Questions  

1. To what extent does the existing gender power relations and division of labour 

shape the gendered experiences of left-behind spouses in Northern Region of 

Ghana? 

2. How gendered are the benefits, challenges, and coping strategies of spousal 

migration on the left-behind spouses in Northern Region of Ghana? 

 

1.5 Justification 

This study was undertaken due to the dearth of research on the experiences of families who 

have been left behind by internal migrants in Ghana. The study will specifically contribute 

to the body of literature on migration and how internal migration affects the lives of left-

behind spouses in northern Ghana.  

 

Current anecdotal evidence shows that most often, the initial intention for people engaged 

in north-south internal migration is seasonal or circular movement with the intention to 

return home. However, the trend is becoming more of a permanent migration and migrant 

families are not able to unite due to either deliberate family decisions or unfavourable 

conditions at the destination area. This study therefore contributes to the literature on how 

these changing trends of migration and family arrangement impact on left-behind spouses 

and how they navigate through this living arrangement in Northern Region of Ghana. The 

study will also provide an insight into the specific experiences of left-behind spouses and 

how they cope with their current situation. It also provides an understanding of the gendered 
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experiences of the husbands and the wives left-behind, specifically their varied gendered 

experiences and coping strategies.  

 

The dynamics of migration from the northern part of Ghana today show that migrants tend 

to leave their spouses behind for long periods than in the past. Anecdotal evidence shows 

that some migrants keep another spouse at the destination and the implications are several 

and require that public social and family policies take note of them. This study also provided 

insight into this practice. The study further generates the attention and interest of researchers 

to research further on the comparative gendered experiences of left behind spouses in 

Ghana, Africa and the world as a whole. The findings of this study will inform policy makers 

to incorporate family welfare issues into the policy. 

 

1.6 Operationalization of Key Concepts 

The study adapted and used some key concepts, which need context-specific explanations. 

A Left-behind wife is used in this study to denote a married woman who is living in the 

study area but whose husband has migrated to any part of southern Ghana and has been 

living there for the past one year or more. In the same vein, a Left-behind husband denotes 

a married man who is living in the study area but whose wife has migrated to any part of 

southern Ghana and has been living there for the past one year or more. A Left-behind 

spouse therefore encompasses both left-behind husband and left-behind wife as explained 

earlier. Also, Gendered experience as used in this study denotes all the gendered roles and 

responsibilities as well as decision making power that left-behind spouses may assume as a 

result of the migration of their wives or husbands. Gender relation in this study include all 

the set of normative behaviour or interactions that society expect to exist between husbands 

and wives. In narrow terms, Gendered roles include all roles and responsibilities that society 

expects husbands and wives to perform by virtue of being constructed as a man or woman 
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whilst Gender power relation refers to the relative autonomy that exists between left-behind 

spouses and their migrant spouses. With regards to the patterns of living, Nuclear family in 

this study represents a family that consist of a couple and their dependent children and are 

regarded as a basic social unit. The Extended family on the other hand is a family that 

consist of a couple, children, parents, siblings and their children, aunts, uncles, and cousins, 

all living in the same household as a social unit. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter is a review of the migration literature that is relevant to this study. The aim is 

to provide empirical, theoretical and conceptual basis for exploring and achieving the 

research objectives of the study. It focuses on studies on migration in the world, Africa, 

Ghana and northern Ghana in particular. It specifically focuses on the historical relationship 

between gender and migration in Africa and Ghana. The chapter also reviews literature on 

the effects of migration on left-behind families, marriage and migration, and the migration 

of husbands or wives and the attendant effects on the gender roles and power relations of 

spouses who do not migrate. It ends with the theoretical and conceptual framework of the 

study as well as the gaps in the literature reviewed.  

 

2.1 Migration and Social Transformations  

Migration is one of the oldest human ways of life and a common experience among people 

of diverse socio-cultural backgrounds in most parts of the world. According to IOM (2004), 

every migratory venture has a purpose and the purpose can be understood in different 

historical perspectives, contexts and circumstances as well as the space and time in which 

the migration occurred. The causes of migration are often influence by conditions at both 

origin and destination areas (Castelli, 2018). Historically, the common causes of migration 

are linked to conquest and subsequent invasion, displacement under force of arms, flight 

from natural disaster, mercantile outreach, colonial settlement, and slavery (Adam, 2004). 

Thus, most of the migratory events in the past were more of involuntary movements.  

However, current migration processes in most instances are fluid and voluntary and involve 

the movement of individuals or families, usually for economic or social purposes. 
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Notwithstanding, recent migration is also underpinned by intense pressure. It can therefore 

be argued that since current migration are impelled by economic hardships, the variance 

between contemporary migration and migration of yore are not so conspicuous given that 

most current movements are reluctant relocation or imposed migration (Adepoju, 2005; 

Fischer & Vollmer, 2009; Abdul-Korah, 2011). All the same, the purpose of any form of 

migration leads to transformation of society (Lucas, 1997). 

 

Undoubtedly, every human society has gone through one form of migration or the other 

either in the past or recently (Adam, 2004). Thus, the movement of people from one 

settlement, village or town to another place of residence leads to multifaceted alterations of 

the structure, institutions and systems of societies (IOM, 2004). These transformations 

manifest in economic, political, religious, environmental or demographic structures of 

society (Beals & Menezes, 1970). This occurrence has therefore nurtured and altered ancient 

societies to their state in contemporary epoch. The role of migration in shaping the 

formation, and settlement patterns of societies as well as human experience and behaviour 

cannot be over emphasised (Castles and Miller, 1993; Spellman, 2000; Castles et al., 2005). 

Portes (2010) also dilates on the theoretical and conceptual nexus between migration and 

the various predispositions of migration in transforming the varied facets of society. 

Migration is thus, an essential process that is associated with social, economic, political, and 

cultural transformations in many societies around the world. 

 

2.2 Migration in Africa: A Historical Overview 

The African continent has many historic accounts of various forms of movement across and 

within national boundaries which were stimulated by numerous activities, including trade, 

warfare, search for peace and habitation, pastoralism, slavery, natural disaster and 

evangelisation (Arthur, 1991). Migration has also been employed as a livelihood strategy 
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by people of various social strata in communities and countries that are less endowed with 

resources and other livelihood opportunities. Consequently, migration in Africa is not novel 

but a long-standing traditional practice among previous and current generations. Some 

studies have also provided evidence indicating that human mobility has been taking place 

in this part of the world for several centuries (Findley, 2004; Tishkoff et al., 2009). 

 

Chronological evidence further traces movements of Africans within the African continent 

and to Europe and the Antarctic region permanently which resulted in the creation of varied 

kinds of human races throughout the world (Green et al., 2010). This phenomenon is also 

associated with some records of forced movements prior to and during the Trans-Sahara 

Slave trade by Arab Slave traders and later the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade between the 15th 

and 19th Centuries (Lovejoy, 2011). Estimates put the number of salves involved in the 

Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade from between 10 to 15 million people (Rodney, 2018). This 

phenomenon did not only contribute to the dispersal of Africans from the continent to other 

parts of the world but also created opportunity for the transformation of African societies 

and their social organisation through their contact and interaction with people of non-

African descent. African migration from a chronological perspective antedates contact with 

Europeans and the ensuing period of colonisation in the continent according to Adepoju 

(1977).  

 

In the past, migration was embarked upon as a survival strategy in search for livelihood 

resources, better opportunities, safety and security (Boahen, 1975). Nevertheless, current 

events such as the unequal patterns of development and the emergence of urban centres and 

centres of commerce resulted in the transformation of migration patterns in most parts of 

West Africa (Sudarkasa, 1977). Migrating temporarily or permanently for economic 

opportunities such as employment in towns and other urban centres as well as migration 
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from urban to rural communities have also become a common practice in the region (Elkan, 

1959). Elkan (1959) therefore hypothesised in his studies in the late 1950s on selected 

African countries that Africans are more mobile compared to other populations of the world 

such as Europeans and Americans. Labour migrants form a dominant part of the migratory 

stream. This claim is later supported by Arthur (1991) who notes that labour migrants are 

highly mobile in many developing countries, especially in Africa.  

  

Sub-Saharan Africa has also experienced a long history of strenuous human movement due 

to myriad but varied factors embedded in the political, economic, demographic and 

environmental systems (Adepoju, 2008). Thus, migration, which is an ancient phenomenon 

has varied ramifications on every facet of current human endeavour notwithstanding the 

geographical space and time. Studies in West Africa in the late 1950s and 1960s identified 

economic factors as mainly responsible for migration (Ofosu-Mensah, 2011). This is not 

dissimilar to some of the global migration trends which illustrate that migrating for work 

and other income generating activities are the overriding motivations for migration over the 

past years (Thadani and Todaro, 1984; Adepoju, 1998; de Haas, 2007; Peters, 2015) and 

current trends are also in line with this pattern. In recent times, migration, notwithstanding 

the type, is still being influenced largely by economic reasons.  

 

2.3 Migration Patterns in West Africa 

 Trends of migration observed at the global and African levels do not vary much from the 

trends of migration in West African Sub-region. Studies on migration in West Africa reveal 

a long and prevailing tradition of different forms of human movements ranging from 

circular, seasonal, temporary and permanent migration within the sub-region (Konseiga, 

2005). These forms of migration are reflecting in current patterns of migration in West 

Africa. The pattern of migration in West Africa was also influenced by colonial activities 
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(Sudarkasa, 1977; Adepoju, 1984). The trend and patterns of migration in West Africa in 

pre-colonial times was without the teething troubles associated with crossing national 

borders. People could move to almost every part of the sub-region without the need for prior 

preparations, negotiation or meet any existing formal requirements. As a result, West 

Africans at the time had the opportunity to move without the need for traversing the 

“artificial” boundaries that were later created by the colonial powers and resulted in 

limitations of free movement for livelihood activities. Prior to the creation of borders, West 

Africans moved within the sub-region for trade in goods and services, a sizeable part of the 

population was also migrating for different reasons such as; search for security, new land 

safe for settlement and also fertile for farming (Boahen, 1975; Adepoju, 2005; Konseiga, 

2005). However, the inception of colonial rule saw an alteration of the customary pattern of 

migration. The political and social structures of colonial administration did not only curtail 

the free movement which previously enhanced all-inclusive and large-scale migration in the 

sub-region but also changed the composition, destination, typology and purposes of 

migration (Adepoju, 2005). Men were tacitly coerced to migrate to destinations endowed 

with natural resources, especially the forest zones within and outside their countries to work, 

leaving their wives behind.  

 

Another important change in the pattern of migration in West Africa is the traditional 

practice where trade that took place in the interior moved to the coastal parts of countries 

that have sea-borders. As a result, trading among Africans shifted to trading with Europeans 

(Sudarkasa, 1977). The current pattern of migration in West Africa was therefore stimulated 

by historical, cultural, socio-economic and political patterns during the colonial regime. 

Some people needed to move, work and earn income to settle their compulsory tax 

requirements (Sudarkasa, 1977). As a result, until the late 1970s, migration in this part of 

the world was dominated by male labour migrants and other economic migrants embarking 
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on temporary, seasonal and circular migration within countries in the sub-region. Although, 

female migration existed, it started increasing and gained prominence in the 1970s 

(Sudarkasa, 1977; Adepoju, 2005). Notwithstanding the increasing feminisation of 

migration being observed in recent times, a key feature of female migration in recent 

occurrences is that it is more enduring. Consequently, it impacts more on left-behind 

families at the origin compared to previous migration trends where female migration was 

more temporary because women migrated mostly for trade and other shorter-term economic 

activities (Sudarkkasa, 1977) and returned home after being away from home briefly to 

assume their reproductive and domestic responsibilities to their family. 

 

2.4 Overview of Migration in Ghana 

Migration in Ghana predates her interactions with Europeans and colonialism and has 

endured through the colonial era to the post-colonial period. Migration into, within and out 

of the Ghana is therefore a longstanding practice. Almost every ethnic group in modern 

Ghana migrated from some part of the world before they finally settled in Ghana (Anarfi et 

al. 2003) including the Guan who are believed to be the first settlers in Ghana. Many of the 

migratory events in the pre-colonial period were in search for security during the inter-ethnic 

wars for survival and later for social and commercial purposes (Songsore 2009; Van der 

Geest 2011). This period also coincided with migration in search for arable land and other 

livelihood recourses at the end of the wars (Boahen, 1975) which probably resulted in the 

permanent settlement, communal living and subsequently urbanisation.  

 

Migration in Ghana has persisted over the years even after the creation of permanent 

settlements. Internal migration in Ghana in recent years is principally stimulated by 

economic forces due to the uneven spatial distribution of natural and developmental 

resources in the country which is mainly influenced by the age-old regional variations in 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

18 

 

socio-economic and infrastructural development (Kwankye et al, 2009). Most migrants in 

Ghana are therefore attracted to destinations where opportunities abound.  

 

Prior to December, 2018, Ghana officially had 10 administrative regions. But six regions 

were added through a re-demarcation of 5 out of the 10 existing regions. However, the 

population distribution of Ghana can be categorised into 5 regions according to the 

distribution of the natural resource endowment in various parts of the country and their 

disposition to push or attract migrants (Nabila, 1992). These are: 

i. The north-east and north-west of Ghana with a relatively sparsely concentrated 

population. 

ii. The middle belt covering larger proportion of the Northern region and parts of the 

Brong-Ahafo, Upper East and West Regions which are sparsely populated. 

iii. The densely populated forest zone. 

iv. The coastal region which has moderately to densely population density. 

v. The urban centres spread all over the country with a very dense population (Nabila 

1992 cited in Kwankye et al, 2009). 

 

 Nabila’s (1992) findings clearly demonstrate that migrants living in these destinations may 

have varied reasons for migration but even their motivations were largely influenced by the 

resource endowment and the economic opportunities available in the densely populated 

destination areas. 

 

Studies on internal migration in Ghana over the past decades indicate that labour migration 

patterns in Ghana have mainly been rural-urban and north-south (Addo, 1968; Caldwell, 

1968; De Graft-Johnson, 1974). However, this long-standing deduction on labour migration 

patterns in Ghana has witnessed some dynamics since the 1970s, with the emergence of new 
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studies on migration trends in Ghana. A relatively current study by Kwankye et al, (2009) 

reveal that net out-migration from Central, Volta and Eastern regions outweigh the levels of 

out-migration from the three northern regions. Notwithstanding, the current volume of net 

out migration from the northern parts of the country coupled with its peculiar socio-cultural 

and economic implications are significantly relevant and worthy of scholarly attention.   

 

Some studies often associate migration with males because males traditionally have a higher 

propensity to migrate than females (Curren et al., 2006). This postulation is however 

diminishing as current studies reveal a consistent increase in the participation of independent 

females in migration streams, gradually making recent migration trends more feminised 

(IOM, 2013). Another key feature that has influenced the patterns of migration in the past 

and still relevant in migration analysis is age. Scholars have shown that migration is age 

selective. The age of a person, to a large extent, does not only determine his or her propensity 

to migrate but the form of migration. Migration statistics therefore indicates that younger 

persons, both males and females, dominate migration flows (Tutu, 1995) especially the 

rural-urban flows. Older people tend to dominate in urban-rural flows as they return home 

after sojourning in the city for many years. Education also enhances the disposition of a 

person to migrate. Even though this is common in the case of international migration, studies 

conducted in Ghana about half a century ago by Caldwell (1968) and Beals et al (1976) 

however found a contradictory relationship between education and the probability to 

migrate. While Caldwell’s findings suggest that the educational level of migrants influences 

an individual’s probability to migrate, the findings of Beals and his colleagues, on the other 

hand, show that education has no influence on the probability of a person to migrate. Thus, 

people with education and those without education have an equal probability of migrating. 

However, later studies on internal migration in Ghana found that there are more migrants 

with formal education than migrants with none or less formal education (Gbortsu, 1995). 
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This is because of the introduction of policies that encourage parents to enrol their wards in 

school. However, the probability of a migrant to have education depends on the educational 

facilities and resources available at the area of origin since educational facilities are not 

equitably distributed across the country. 

 
2.5 Internal Migration Discourses in Ghana  

Internal migration in Ghana has been a primordial human phenomenon for more than half a 

century. Hill’s (1963) study did not only confirm this assertion but further indicates that the 

introduction of cocoa in the late nineteenth century resulted in high volumes of labour 

migration of mainly farmers from most parts of Ghana to the cocoa growing areas. Berg 

(1965) further revealed that academic knowledge on migration in Ghana dates as far back 

as the 1900. However, attempts at understanding the causes, patterns and trends of migration 

in Ghana using scientific methods and discussions started in the 1960s (Ackah and 

Medvedev, 2010). Nevertheless, it is common knowledge that migration within the borders 

of Ghana precedes 1900. Even though, every ethnic group in Ghana migrated into the 

country and continued moving until they found their current permanent places of settlements 

(Anarfi et al., 2003). Even so, migration obviously did not come to a halt after they settled 

and the succeeding adoption of communal living. 

 

Internal migration is currently the dominant form of migration in Ghana. Official data from 

the Ghana Statistical Service indicate that about 90 percent of all current migration in Ghana 

takes place within the borders of Ghana (GSS, 2013). Despite the large volume of internal 

migrants and the fact that migration within the national boundaries is an integral part of the 

general migration debate and discussions, the word migration is most often associated with 

international migration. This is probably due to the transboundary nature and attendant 

complexities with international migration. A critical review of the literature also tends to 
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put extra interest on the part of researchers and policy makers in international migration 

compared to the attention given to internal migration (Skeldon, 2008). These scholars have 

however failed to acknowledge that internal migration has, if not greater, similar economic, 

social, cultural, and political impact on society and also provides the same ramifications for 

development just as international migration (Ackah and Medvedev, 2010; Van der Geest, 

2012). In the past decade, Ghana has experienced higher volumes of internal migration. The 

Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS 5) and the 2010 Population Census indicate that 

internal migrants constitute over 50 percent of the Ghanaian population, and close to half of 

this proportion are women (Ackah and Medvedev, 2010; Ghana Statistical Services, 2014) 

due to the increasing number of independent female migrants engaging in internal migration 

in Ghana. This has therefore contributed to the gradual attainment of almost gender parity 

in internal migration statistics in Ghana.   

 

According to Ackah and Medvedev (2010), more than 64 percent of the population of Ghana 

live in rural areas and 75 percent of all migrants come from rural areas. It is therefore 

conventional to assume that most of the migration within Ghana is rural-urban. Data from 

the Ghana Statistical Service further suggest that though 80 percent of Ghanaians migrate 

internally, out of this percentage, just 10 percent migrate to rural areas. In addition, a huge 

proportion of internal migrants migrate from rural areas to urban areas (Ghana Statistical 

Service, 2000). This illustrates that 70 percent of the internal migrants in Ghana are rural-

urban migrants and this pattern is in consonance with the global internal migration trends 

(GSS, 2014). More than half of the rural-urban migrants in the country are found in the 

Ashanti and Greater Accra Regions (Ackah and Medvedev, 2010) because they have the 

largest and the most populated urban centres in the country. Tutu (1995) disclosed over two 

decades ago that 88 percent of all internal migrants are hosted in the southern regions except 

for the Brong Ahafo region. This makes rural-urban migration the most significant 
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migration pattern not just in volume but because of its impact at the destination and origin 

communities (Isaac & Raqib, 2013).  

 

Contrary to popular impression that a significant volume of internal migration in Ghana is 

north-south, Ackah and Medvedev (2010) discovered that more than two-thirds of internal 

migrants come from four relatively well-endowed southern regions: Ashanti, Central, 

Eastern, and Greater Accra, and only 10 percent of all internal migrants originate from the 

three northern regions. These findings are in consonance with the findings of Nabila (1992) 

which posits that the southern part of Ghana is densely populated with migrants because of 

their favourable climatic conditions and the urban centres. Ackah and Medvedev (2010) 

added that most internal migrants in Ghana are more likely to stay within their home region. 

This therefore accounts for the large volumes of migrants concentrated in the southern part 

and it is more populous than the northern part of the country (Kwankye et al, 2009).  

 

Rural-urban migration is often considered as the most significant and popular form of 

migration in Ghana. Even though this type of internal migration receives the most attention 

currently, it was the most common form of migration in the past decades. The Ghana 

Statistical Service reveals that in the late 1990s about 35 percent of migrations were urban-

rural migrants, 32 percent were rural-rural migrants and less than a quarter (23%) of them 

were urban-urban migrants (Ghana Living Standards Survey, 2000). This suggests that the 

pattern of internal migration in Ghana is not static but dynamic over time and the location 

of livelihood opportunities. This phenomenon is manifested in the rapid urbanisation trends 

that have been witnessed in most parts of the country since the twentieth century to date 

(Twumasi-Ankrah, 1995; Yankson & Bertrand, 2012). Most of the internal migrants move 

to urban areas to earn better income, livelihood or for other motives which could be social, 

environmental or political. This is attributed to the inability of several governments over the 
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years to invest in the development of the agricultural sector which employs more than 70 

percent of rural dwellers (GSS, 2014).  

 

The concentration of developmental projects in urban areas alone has marginalized rural 

areas and pushed rural inhabitants to many urban areas of the country. Studies conducted in 

1970s and 1980s by Addae-Mensah (1983) and Addo (1971), indicate that many farmers 

and farm employees used to move internally from their native regions into other regions 

which had arable land. Addae-Mensah (1983) observed that farmers migrated in search of 

fallow land for cultivation of food and cash crops to earn their living. Adepoju (2005), 

explained that since agriculture, to some extent, in recent times is not rewarding as it was 

some decades ago, most rural dwellers who depended on subsistence agriculture migrate to 

the urban areas to seek other employment and livelihoods (Yankson & Bertrand, 2012). This 

further indicates that since migration in Ghana is mostly a livelihood enhancement strategy, 

people will always move to places where they can have better livelihood opportunities. 

 

In recent times, internal migration in Ghana has changed and continues to transform. A 

common feature of migration in Ghana is the persistent changes in the causes and motives 

for migrating. For instance, the motivation for migration from the north to the south in the 

past was around issues of overpopulation, land shortage, taxation, lack of resources, and 

‘bright lights’, where people want to experience urban life. These factors compelled people 

from the north to migrate to the south in search of wage labour (Abdul-Korah, 2006). 

According to Nabila (1974), overpopulation in terms of the limited arable land resource base 

for farming purposes in northern parts of Ghana made it advantageous for people to migrate 

hence, outmigration then, was not just used as a life adaptation approach but a livelihood 

strategy. Abdul-Korah (2006) further alluded to the fact that environmental conditions such 

as drought, poor yield and shortage of farm land in the Upper West Region contributed to 
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the migration of the Dagaaba to the Brong Ahafo Region. Van der Geest and de Jeu (2008) 

in their study of the same region further explained the phenomenon of outmigration with 

historical underpinning. They found that areas with more land suitable for agricultural 

ventures rather experienced large volumes of outmigration and this was because, areas with 

fertile soils have historically attracted human settlement and became the most densely 

populated communities. This practice overburdened the available arable land and resulted 

in the depletion of the fertility of the soil and scarcity of arable land. This pushed people off 

the land, hence the migration of the people to areas where they could find arable land for 

cultivation. Consequently, although environmental conditions may cause people to migrate, 

other factors like political and economic conditions of either the destination or the origin 

areas may also be associated with migration from parts of northern Ghana to the south. 

Notwithstanding these situations, most studies attribute the dominant motive for migration 

in Ghana, especially rural-urban migration to economic empowerment (Anarfi and 

Kwankye, 2009) which can be attained through migration. 

 

Studies have shown that lately, households in the northern part of Ghana engage in short 

and long-term migration within Ghana as a way of maintaining and diversifying household 

income as well as reduce risk in the face of agro-climatic constraints (GSS 2005). These 

families deliberately choose and send their family members to different destinations (Black 

et al., 2004; Van der Geest 2004) that have the economic resources and opportunities to 

enhance the value of their human capital. According to Abdul-Korah (2006), migration of 

the Dagaaba from northern Ghana to Brong Ahafo Region is a common occurrence. Most 

inhabitants of the north, including the Dagaaba used to migrate to the south between the 

months of October and April which is the period of the dry season in the north where most 

farming activities come to a halt. Simultaneously, this period is also the minor rainy season 

in the southern Ghana. Migrants from the north therefore use this opportunity to migrate to 
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the south and work either as farm labourers or cultivate rented lands and return to their 

hometowns to farm during the major rainy season. Another new trend in this aspect is that 

most Dagaaba migrated to urban settlements in the Ashanti Region and the Western Region, 

but currently, rural areas in Brong Ahafo Region are the main destination area because land 

for farming is cheap and easily accessible. Although there have been some studies on labour 

movements within Ghana which are centred on farming activities engaged by both men and 

women. What is however conspicuously missing in many of these studies is the little 

attention paid to the gendered experiences of this pattern of migration and the migrants 

involved. 

 

Internal migration in Ghana is sometimes triggered by certain factors which make the 

movements involuntary. For example, a study by Black et al. (2004) divulged that ethnic 

conflicts which lasted from 1994 to 1995 among some ethnic groups in the northern region, 

compelled about 100,000 people to leave their homes in northern Ghana to some 

destinations mainly in southern Ghana. In other instances, migration is also more of 

compulsion due to some deliberate governmental policies and/or development projects 

which gave the affected people no other option than migration because their source of 

livelihood had been affected. Most inhabitants of the upstream and downstream catchment 

areas around the Volta River were forced to move as a result of the Akosombo and Kpong 

Dams Projects in 1965 and 1981 respectively. Tsikata (2004) found that the construction of 

the hydro-electric dams brought an end to the annual practice whereby the Volta River 

overflows its bank to mark the season for clam picking (fishing of Oysters) and subsistence 

farming. Most of the men in these communities had to migrate to other areas in the forest 

belt and the Afram Plains to work in the cocoa farms in order to earn a living. This reveal 

that migration within Ghana and mostly to the southern part is not limited to movements 
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from the north but occurs in most parts of the country with lesser resource endowment and 

human activities.  

 

2.6 North-South Migration in Ghana 

The North-South geographical dichotomy in Ghana can be conceptualised in terms of how 

inequitable resource distribution has exacerbated the longstanding North-South migration 

phenomenon (Beals & Menezes, 1970; World Bank, 2006). Northern Ghana which 

comprises the three northern regions is less endowed in terms of natural resources, 

development and livelihood opportunities compared to most parts of southern Ghana. 

Subsistence agriculture is the major occupation which is engaged in by over 80 percent of 

its inhabitant. However, poor environmental and climatic conditions in the area such as: 

land degradation, single rainy and farming season coupled with no exportable tree crops 

(Beals & Menezes, 1970) have further adversely affected the livelihoods of the people over 

the years. The area is therefore among the poorest parts of the country (GSS, 2014). On the 

contrary, the Southern part of Ghana is relatively more developed and attracts migrants from 

the northern parts because it has better vegetation and climatic conditions, multiple rainy 

seasons.  

 

A number of studies in Ghana have traced and established long-standing patterns of seasonal 

and circular migration from the northern part of the country to the cocoa and coffee 

plantations in the south due to ecological and climatic disparities between the two areas 

(Sharp et al., 2003) as well as the search for better livelihood conditions. With the arrival of 

the Europeans and the subsequent colonisation, the colonial masters then used this trend of 

migration as an exploitative tool to attract labour from the north and other rural areas of the 

country to the agricultural and mining sectors in the south. Scholars such as Nabila (1985), 

Aryeetey et al. (2009) and Songsore (2009) explained that migration from the north to the 
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middle belt and southern communities in Ghana increased as the colonial authority was 

actively and deliberately attracting labour from the Northern Savannah to the Forest Agro-

Ecological Zone. Development projects to enhance the socio-economic livelihoods were 

concentrated in the southern half of the country and this led to an uneven development 

pattern to the benefit of the south and to the detriment of the north. This trend of 

developmental bias delayed the socio-economic progress of the northern parts of the country 

which has not only further augmented the magnitude of marginalisation in the north and 

encouraged north-south migration but rural-urban migration as well (Aryeetey et al., 2009; 

Songsore, 2009) from the more deprived and rural north to the more urbanised and relatively 

more developed south.  

 

The current spatial disequilibrium being experienced in the country’s development is 

connected to the inability of post independent governments to effectively implement 

policies that will bridge the developmental gap. Most of the post-colonial developmental 

policies have rather perpetuated these disparities (Songsore, 2009). The consequence of this 

practice can be explained within the findings of the Awedoba (2008) which indicates that 

internal migration is on the rise because of people’s response to inequitable distribution of 

resources, services and opportunities, or to flee violence, natural disaster and the outcome 

of increasing extreme weather events. The effect of this short fall is the relentless 

phenomenon of out-migration from the deprived northern part of the country to the well-

endowed southern part of the country. Consequently, in most parts of northern Ghana, it is 

conventional that many families are not able to maintain the ideal societal expectation of 

living together as a unit and it is mainly due to out-migration of one spouse in search for 

livelihood opportunities for the benefit of the entire family. This practice, nonetheless, has 

some influence on the family. Even though there are some attempts such as the 

establishment of a university (University for Development Studies), road construction and 
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expansion, and livelihood empowerment projects by government and non-governmental 

bodies. There is the need for more comprehensive efforts to tackle migration of both wives 

and husbands from the north to the south.  

 

A changing trend in the migration from Northern Ghana to Southern Ghana is the role that 

return migrants play in the perpetuation of migration to the south. Most of the youth in 

communities in northern Ghana are motivated and influenced to migrate to some parts of 

southern Ghana by the goods, or capital which return migrants bring home (Kwankye et al. 

2009). Mostly, the females from northern parts of Ghana, for instance, embark on migration 

in a bid to acquire the basic domestic resources needed for marriage (Awumbila, 2007).  

 

With regards to involuntary migration from the north, some of the causes are attributed to 

religious and cultural practices. A common trend in all these movements is that they are 

often dominated by males and this initial seasonal migratory practice becomes a permanent 

practice and some wives have joined their husbands at the destination. However, females 

have also dominated in internal migration in Ghana and they have also left some husbands 

behind in the home communities (Awumbila, 2007). 

 

2.7 Gender and Migration in Africa 

Gender is one of the significant features usually used in describing migration patterns and 

transformations in the migration processes (Curran et al. 2006). Historically, the colonial 

administration in some African countries took advantage of the prevailing socio-cultural 

practices embedded in gender relation and deliberately put in measures to encourage male 

migration whiles limiting female independent migration (Sudarkasa, 1977; Mbilinyi, 1985; 

Mbilinyi & Omari, 1996; Adepoju, 2008). Men could migrate because of their breadwinning 

roles in the family. These measures contributed to the dominance of males in the migration 
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streams with little attention to the migration of women. Thus, men often left home for urban 

centres or plantation areas far away from their villages to earn an income in order to fulfil 

their breadwinning responsibilities to their family back home.  Mbilinyi (1985) alluded to 

the fact that in some parts of Africa, stringent polices were formulated and strictly 

implemented to ensure that females could not migrate like their male counterparts to towns, 

plantations and mining areas. The ensuing extract from one of such polices supports this 

assertion: No woman will be allowed to accompany a contract labourer unless in possession 

of a valid marriage certificate or letter of authority from the Native Authority and bearing 

the seal of the same (DC Njombe, f307, 28.2.46 cited in Mbilinyi, 1985). Laws of this nature 

limited female migration since every married women could not migrate and because the 

issuance of marriage certificate was not common among Africans during the colonial period, 

married women were technically restricted from migrating with their husbands.  

 

In West Africa, Sudarkasa (1977) noted that women at the time only migrated as appendices 

of their husbands or parents. However, in the eastern part of Africa, Mbilinyi (1985) argued 

that officials who were involved in the recruitment of labour in Kenya and Tanzania were 

cautioned to prevent the illegal migration of women to urban centres and the plantations 

without marriage certificate, which was not a common occurrence in those days. Studies by 

Little (1965) and Gugler (1968) noted that unmarried and independent migrant women in 

most parts of sub-Saharan Africa attracted an inconsistent amount of attention and curiosity 

and this notion resulted in the stereotyping of female migrants.  But unmarried men were 

allowed to migrate to their destination of choices without any hindrance or prejudices 

(Sudarkasa (1977). According to Mbilinyi (1985), in Tanzanian towns, single and 

independent female migrants were arrested and forcefully sent back to their home 

communities because they were engaged in irregular migration which was considered 

‘undesirable’ at the time. Sudarkasa (1977) disclosed that some Yoruba women who defied 
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the norms and migrated independently were considered to be prostitutes and treated with 

disdain. The normative expectations for men and women during this era were to maintain 

their socially constructed gendered responsibilities in society. In Tanzania for instance, 

women were expected to stay home and work on the farm rather than being ‘parasitic’ and 

a ‘liability’ on the men in urban areas. This was to free the men to move out and work in the 

plantations, mines and the urban centres without any detraction from their wives and 

possibly the children (Mbilinyi, 1985). These institutional, historical and socio-cultural 

gendered prejudices and the attendant complexities of the pre-colonial and colonial periods 

continue to influence gendered migration patterns in most parts of Africa (Chant and 

Radcliffe, 1992).  

 

2.8 Gender and Migration Perspectives in Ghana 

Gender is an important analytical variable in most social science studies and studies on 

migration is not an exception. Studies on migration in the past six decades have largely 

dwelt on the study of migration as a male phenomenon while subjugating all issues of 

women in the migration process (Curren, et al., 2006). Men were thus seen as the most 

migratory gender group whereas women were considered as victims, passive and 

accompaniment of male migrants instead of active members of the migration streams 

(Abdul-Korah, 2011). Other studies subsequently study women in the migration system as 

victims of migration either at the destination or as left-behind wives at the origin (Nabila, 

1974; Brukum, 1996). The biased academic behaviour, however, changed with time with 

the emergence of feminine studies (Whitehead & Hashim, 2005; Awumbila & Ardayfio-

Schandorf, 2008; Yeboah, 2008). These studies paid attention to the active, independent 

participation of women in migration processes, their decision-making process and how they 

manoeuvre through the structural challenges and limitations to secure their own livelihoods 

and that of their families without male support. The rise in the rate of women, including 
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married women, who migrate independently as established by Reed et al. (2010) and Abdul-

Korah, (2011) also illustrate a concomitant rise in the number of left-behind husbands. 

However, there have been scant studies in Ghana on migration and how it impacts on the 

gendered experiences of men and women left-behind by their migrant spouses in a single 

study. The common gendered inclined studies either study women or men in isolation. Reed 

et al. (2010) examined the major determinates of the involvement of men and women in 

migration to embark on a particular type of migration around the coastal regions of Ghana 

and Abdul-Korah (2011) also investigated the role that Dagaaba migrant women played in 

altering established socio-cultural structures which privileged male migration over female 

migration and how independent migration of women has collapsed these structures. Even 

though the analyses of these studies were gendered, the primary respondents were the 

migrants and not non-migrants whose gendered experiences are shaped by the activities of 

migrants. Thus, studies with gender relations which have their underlying factor on non-

migrant men and women, especially wives and husbands are rare to find in the Ghanaian 

literature. 

 

2.9 Left-behind Families in the Context of Global Internal migration 

Over the decades, a common trend in the literature on left-behind families shows that there 

is more research interest in the effects of international migration on families (Hondagneu-

Sotelo, 1999; Glick, 2010; Mazzucato and Schans, 2011; Mazzucato, 2013, 2014). While 

there has been extensive amount of scholarly work on the general effects of migration on 

origin communities in Africa (Adepoju, 2001; Asiedu, 2005; Ikuomola, 2015), studies 

which emphasize on the gendered repercussions of internal migration on families left-

behind at the origin areas are comparatively few (Thao & Agergaard, 2012; Lam & Yeoh, 

2018). 
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Studies in Ghana which have paid attention to the impact of internal migration of families 

are also more focused on issues of women whilst neglecting the issues that men also face as 

a result of the migration of their female kin (Abdul-Korah, 2011; Awumbila et al 2015). 

However, the last decade has witnessed studies diverting attention to the ramification of 

internal migration on family members who stay in the home community (Agyei, 2016), but 

these studies emphasise more on meso and macro levels of analysis and less on the micro 

level analysis of the impact of migration. Thus, not many studies have specifically focused 

on the issues of wives and husbands who have been left behind by internal migrant husbands 

and wives especially in Africa and Ghana.  

 

2.10 Migration and the Left-behind Spouses  

There has been an immense academic research on the nexus between migration and families 

left behind at home countries in most parts of the world but most of these studies are 

conducted largely on Asia and Latin American migrants and their families back home 

(Gamburd 2000; Hugo 2002; Parreñas 2005; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 1997; Glick, 

2010). Just a few of the studies on migration and its relationship with families left-behind 

are carried out on African migrants and their families left-behind in Africa (Mezger & 

Toma, 2011; Dungumaro, 2013; Ikuomola, 2015). Most of these studies are more interested 

in the welfare and issues of women and children left-behind. The feminist studies are more 

engrossed with the impact of the migration of husbands on the wives who do not move. 

 

 This decade has, however, witnessed a rising academic interest in the migration of wives 

and husbands from households in origin communities and its effects on the health, fertility, 

education, socio-economic status, emotional, gender relations and psychological wellbeing 

of the members of households who have been left behind (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 

1997; Glick, 2010; Sevoyan, & Agadjanian, 2010; Sevoyan, 2011; Mazzucato and Schans, 
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2011; Mazzucato, 2013, 2014). These studies have revealed several desired and undesired 

outcomes based on the socio-cultural context and the geographical environment in which 

these studies were carried out. They have further revealed the effects of migration on various 

aspects of the left-behind family. The social impact of migration on families left-behind 

resulting from the physical absence of the wife or husband of a household has been proved 

to have varying effects on the income status, livelihood, education, health, labour supply 

response, and social status of family members as well as the gendered relation. Thus, 

identifying the impact of migration on family members who remain at home has always 

been a prime concern of many scholars in the field of migration (Parreñas 2005; Dreby, 

2007; Démurger, 2015). Whilst Antman (2013) explored the long and short-term socio-

economic impact of remittances on the family left-behind in some Latin American countries, 

a study in Tanzania by Dungumaro (2013) sought to challenge the popular view in the 

migration literature that migration of one family member does not necessarily improve the 

welfare of other family members left-behind. It will be problematic to generalise these 

outcomes since they are influenced by different social, economic, political and 

environmental factors. Thao and Agergaard (2012), from their study of women migrants in 

Vietnam, argue that the absence of wives from home has also transformed their gendered 

roles as primary carers for the home and children to the breadwinners of their families whilst 

their husbands have assumed the roles of taking care of the family and children. Thus, the 

absence of the wives has motivated the rearrangement in gender division of labour among 

the couples. 

 

The literature shows that children, women or wives and the elderly are the three categories 

of people often left behind by migrant family members. This implies that men are the most 

mobile group even though recent studies have debunked this assertion (Cortes, 2005).  There 

have been extensive studies on issues of left-behind children especially in Asia, the 
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Caribbean, and some parts of Europe and a few in Africa, undoubtedly because they are the 

most vulnerable group of all (Salah, 2008).  

 

Although left behind wives and the elderly have not received much scholarly attention, the 

few studies that focus on left-behind adults have concentrated on the adverse effects of 

husbands’ migration on wives who have been left behind (Yabiku, 2010; Sevoyan, 2011; 

Maharjan et al., 2012; Sarker, & Islam, 2014; Ikuomola, 2015) whilst neglecting issues of 

husbands who have also been left behind by migrant wives. Even though issues of female 

migration and left-behind husbands is a common trend of migration in most parts of the 

world today (Hoang & Yeoh, 2011), research has not given it much attention. Several factors 

have been attributed to the current steady rise in female labour migration both internally and 

internationally. The changing structure of the labour market in many receiving countries 

and communities have moved from the conventional labour demand and now places more 

demand on female labour especially in the booming care industry (Paiewonsky, 2007). 

These changing trends in migration tend to result in more married women than previously 

moving independently out of their countries and communities to work in destination areas 

mostly within their national borders. But the literature is silent on the issues with both left-

behind husbands and wives even though it acknowledges that migration impacts on men 

and women differently (Paiewonsky, 2007). It is therefore imperative to give equal research 

attention to issues regarding wives and husbands who have been left-behind by their migrant 

spouses. 

 

2.11 Impact of Migration on the Left-behind Spouses 

The literature on migration and gender studies is swarm with studies on left-behind wives 

and very few studies on left-behind husbands (Lam & Yeoh, 2018). Accordingly, there exist 

more information on the gendered experiences of left-behind wives compared to 
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information on left-behind husbands.  Generally, scholarship on the impact of spousal 

migration on left-behind spouses reveal the positive and negative implications which 

influences the gender division of labour and power relations between the left-behind spouses 

and their migrant spouse (Yabiku et al., 2010; Thao & Agergaard, 2012; Lam & Yeoh, 2018; 

Ullah, 2017). Studies in some parts of Asia have revealed how left-behind wives easily step 

in and fill the role-gap by assuming the productive roles of their migrant husbands without 

the over-burdening challenges connected with the practice (Battistella & conaco, 1998; 

Parrenas, 2005). In that vein, studies have also shown how husbands also take over the 

performance of domestic chores when wives migrate (Hoang and Yeoh 2011; Lam & Yeoh 

2014). As a consequence, spousal migration results in changing of gender roles that may be 

conflicting with the normative gendered division of labour. 

 

Spousal migration and receipt of remittance also have bearings on the gender experience of 

the left-behind wives. Antman (2013), for instance, disclosed that the implication of 

migration on power relation of a left-behind wife depends not solely on the receipt of 

remittance but the quantum of the remittance. Wives from households that receive little or 

no remittance have decreased purchasing power and increased labour participation because 

they must engage in productive activities to meet some economic needs of the household. 

Grigorian and Melkonyan (2011), further explained that the receipt of remittance decreases 

labour market participation of left-behind wives because, an enhanced income for the left-

behind wife means she does not have to engage in any productive venture outside the home. 

Lam & Yeoh (2018) also find out that the receipt of remittance did not stop left-behind 

husbands from carrying on with their productive chores even though they added 

reproductive chores to their work. This demonstrates the complex nature of the impact that 

migration tends to have on spouses left behind by migrant spouses. Though aspects of the 

literature perceive remittances sent by migrant husbands as a demotivating factor to left-
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behind wives to fully participating in the labour market (Antman, 2013), Lam & Yeoh 

(2018) found that the receipt of remittance from migrant wives motivated left-behind 

husbands to also work hard to earn independent income no matter the quantum of remittance 

received. This was a way of safeguarding their masculine identity.   

 

Maharjan et al. (2012) examined how male out-migration has reconfigured and transformed 

gender relations in the rural communities in some rural parts of Nepal. They argue that male 

out migration does not only result in the involvement of women in societal activities, but 

the receipt of remittance also aids the reduction of their physical workload which afford 

them free time and further enhances their engagement in other societal activities. Migration 

of husbands also implicitly empowers left-behind wives’ by giving them decision-making 

power and control over households’ budget (Maharjan et al., 2012). However, it is not every 

left-behind wife who goes through this experience. A study in Pakistan by Lefebvre (1990) 

indicates that the disempowerment and seclusion of women from certain societal activities 

is reinforced by the migration of their husbands. The absence of husbands from home 

therefore tends to predispose left-behind wives to emotional conditions such as loneliness 

and greater stress. Thus, although migration of husbands does not always liberate left-behind 

nor empowers left-behind wives, the absence of the husband may lead to changes in the 

labour and power structures of the family which may give left-behind wives more power 

and control over the management of the family. However, the type of family a wife is left 

behind determines the level of autonomy and freedom she may experience. In this regard, 

Yabiku et al. (2010) notes that left-behind wives in nuclear families in Mozambique have 

more autonomy in the absence of their husbands compared to wives left behind in extended 

families. On the other side of the spectrum, studies on left-behind husbands have not been 

able to bring out any limitations to their social lives in the absence of their wives.  
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Generally, migration of husbands is often conceptualised as a source of empowerment for 

their left-behind wives (Garcia, 2006; Sabur & Mahmud, 2008). Sarkar & Islam (2014) 

reveal that men’s labour migration and subsequent nonexistence in the home gives women 

autonomy over the household and decision-making role. The left-behind wives gain 

significant autonomy in decision-making regarding the daily running of their household. 

Garcia (2006) noted that in the absence of husbands, left-behind wives take not only the 

control over household resources but also enhance their responsibility in the family. As a 

result, left-behind wives assume greater roles and authority than before their husbands 

migrated and also come with enhanced spending and economic decision, freedom of 

movement (Iqbal & Mohyuddin, 2014). Arguing in a similar vein, Yabiku et al. (2010) 

added that in most cases, these roles and power vested in the left-behind wife may not 

change much even after the return of the husband. However, other scholars are of the 

opinion that patriarchal societies with traditionally entrenched inequalities in terms of labour 

and power relations will limit the autonomy and power of wives and expose them to new 

vulnerabilities even in the absence of the husband (Ikuomola, 2015).  Especially in the 

African context, Ikuomola (2015) divulge in her study that cultural and familial structures 

embedded in unequal division of labour and power hinder the attainment of autonomy 

especially when the extended family has influence over the nuclear family. In some 

instances, migrant husbands still hold the power to decide for the family whilst living far 

from home (Ullah, 2017). 

 

Some studies show that the migration of wives also emasculates left-behind husbands. Thus, 

the migration of wives results in wives assuming breadwinning roles whist left-behind 

fathers increasingly play more domestic roles including child care (Hong and Yeoh, 2011). 

However, Parreñas (2005), notes that in some parts of Asia, husbands are stigmatized by 

their peers for consenting to the migration of their wives abroad to work while they stay 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

38 

 

behind and raising children. Thus, whilst male migration may empower the left-behind 

wives and raise their social status (Iqbal & Mohyuddin, 2014; Ullah, 2017), the migration 

of wives could emasculate left-behind husbands and may expose them to ridicule which 

adversely impact on their social status (Lam & Yeoh, 2018). This finding demonstrates that 

there are varied gendered experiences for migrant wives and husbands when their husbands 

migrate.  

 

Migration of husbands and its ramifications on the experiences of left-behind spouse may 

have economic, structural and temporal underpinnings. Economically, remittance aids in the 

alleviation of economic hardships of left-behind wives in rural areas of origin (Mondain & 

Diagne 2013; Agyei 2016). As a result, Jetley (1987) establishes a positive relation between 

husbands’ out-migration from rural poor households and autonomy of left-behind wives 

over an extended period. The study revealed that the long period of absence of the 

breadwinner of a poor rural household will amplify the household responsibilities of left-

behind wives and further complicate their difficulties of basic survival significantly. Jetley 

(1987) subsequently side-tracked from the popular argument and noted that sending of 

remittances may augment household income but it does not substantially change the 

economic status of the family and autonomy of the wife. 

  

Some scholars also paid attention to how migration impacts on left-behind spouses’ sexual 

relations and fertility rate. Yabiku et al. (2010) see migration of one spouse as hampering 

coitus activity which may further decrease the fertility rate of couples who have one spouse 

being a migrant. A study by UNICEF/SU-SSC, (2006) on the other hand connects children 

and child care responsibilities as generators of extra burden on wives left-behind by their 

migrating husbands due to care that they provide to children on their own in the absence of 

the husband. In Vietnam and the Philippines, Thao & Agergaard (20102) and Lam & Yeoh 
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(2018) respectively also revealed that left-behind husbands also considered child care as an 

extra burden which hinders the smooth performance of their productive roles. Thus, the 

migration of a spouse and the associated burden in child care may also be a disincentive to 

couples to have additional children whist one spouse is out of the home.  

 

2.12 Marriage and Migration 

Marriage is one of the significant social institutions in most societies in Africa and in Ghana 

in particular (Kumekpor, 1975; Nukunya, 1992; Guilmoto 1998) which can influence 

people’s decision to migrate or remain at home (Abdul-Korah, 2011). In the past, whilst 

married men could migrate without any difficulties or limitations, married women did not 

have the privilege to migrate because of the care roles that society has assigned to them as 

women and mothers. Hence, they could not migrate independently unless in the company 

of male relations (Sudarkasa, 1977). Arguing in the same context, White and Lindstrom 

(2005) disclosed that in recent times, unmarried people are more likely to move than married 

people. Thus, marriage serves us a deterring factor to migration. However, though 

unmarried people in general are more predisposed to migrate than married people, with 

regards to sex differences, unmarried women are more mobile compared to unmarried men 

(Brockerhoff & Eu 1993). Studies on rural-urban migration in China further confirm that 

married women are more likely to be left behind at sending areas since they are less likely 

to move than the married men (Zhao, 2004; Yuan, 2006), due to the reproductive roles that 

they perform. Conversely, Abdul-Korah’s (2004) study in Ghana shows that marriage could 

be a limitation to only married women who migrate, but for single women, marriage rather 

serves as a motivating factor which pulled young unmarried women from the northern part 

of Ghana to southern Ghana with the aim of finding marriage partners.  
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Frank and Wildsmith (2005) use the term “Grass Widow” which originally denotes a wives 

whose husband has migrated and has been away for a prolonged period explain the situations 

of some left-behind wives who are assumed to be in a conjugal relationship that does not 

exist anymore. These categories of left-behind wives have not been in touch with their 

migrant husbands for a long while. Hence, their society perceives them as any other 

unmarried woman since their extended separation from their migrant husbands has nullified 

the validity and efficacy of the marriage. Douglas-Harrison (2014), also disclosed how the 

extended separation of Jamaican wives who migrate to the United Sates and leaving their 

husbands behind has resulted in the desolation of marriages. Yuan (2006) notes that the 

rural-urban migration of husbands for extended period ends in increasing rates of divorce 

among migrant families in China. 

 

Marriage also has the propensity to influence patterns of migration in society. During the 

period where never married and married women were not allowed to migrate, married men 

migrated for shorter durations because they left their wives behind. However, in view of the 

changes in migration regulations in the 1980s, the pattern of male migration changed from 

seasonal and shorter durations to extended durations and even permanent stay. Abdul-Korah 

noted that in Ghana, while pre-colonial and colonial migrant husbands left their wives 

behind, post-colonial migrant husbands allowed their wives to join them as soon as they got 

a job in the urban area (Abdul-Korah, 2004). This period also witnessed increasing rates of 

women migration. This pattern of migration got to a climax after the 1980s with the 

inclusion of more married women who migrated independent of their husbands and other 

male relations due to their agency to find jobs as their male counterparts (Abdul-Korah, 

2011; Awumbila, 2007; 2015). As a result, husbands were left-behind at the origin areas 

just as wives were also left-behind. 
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Nevertheless, the literature on marriage and migration is largely focused on females who 

move to join husbands after marriage. Independent women migration was a response to 

global feminisation of job demands at destinations and Abdul-Korah, (2004) reports that 

migrant married women do not see their migration as a way of competing with their 

husbands but as a way of taking advantage of the changing trend in the demand for labour 

to support their husbands and the family as a whole. This statement is supported by studies 

in Vietnam by Hoang and Yeoah (2011) and Thao and Agergaard (2012). Abdul-Korah’s 

(2011) study on Dagaaba women further revealed that despite the increasing number of 

married women engaging in independent migration, the literature implicitly shows that 

married women have more gendered roles compared to unmarried women. The literature on 

marriage and migration shows that due to the changes in the patterns of migration including 

the increasing feminisation of migration, the proportion of spouses who are left behind at 

sending areas is on the ascendancy. In the 1960s and 1970s, migration theories often 

assumed that most migrants were males and migration a male dominated activity with most 

of those left behind being females. Since the past decades we have seen an increase in the 

independent migration of women who also double as wives as the main economic providers 

or breadwinners for their families (Castles, 2014). It is important to acknowledge that 

migration results in the separation of couples over long geographical distance under 

associated favourable and adverse circumstances. Whether it is the wives or husbands who 

migrate, migration affects gender relations. It is worth noting that migration and the 

consequent experiences are not gender neutral because wives and husbands experience 

migration differently and cope with different risks, challenges, vulnerabilities, right abuses, 

exploitations, discriminations and other socio-cultural demands depending on who moves 

and who stays. 
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2.13 Changing Gender and Power Relations among Spouses  

Migration studies have found that there exit a reciprocal cause relationship between 

migration and gender relation which ultimately impacts on gendered experiences of left-

behind households (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994). The out-migration of a spouse from a family 

stimulates some modification and adjustment in the structure of gender and power relations 

in the family. This happening could be due to possible changes in roles and decision-making 

powers among the migrant spouse and the spouse who remains at home (Hoang & Yeoh, 

2011). These changes may occur when the wife becomes the migrant and the husband is left 

at home or vice versa. The next section focuses on how the migration of a spouse affects the 

gender roles and relations, changing gender division of labour and changing power relations 

for the spouse left behind in the sending community.  

 

2.13.1 Changing Gender Division of Labour 

Many societies are predominantly gendered in every endeavour (Curran et al. 2006). The 

relationship between men and women are controlled by structures of gender division of 

labour and power and these segregations often determine how men and women conduct 

themselves in different spheres of society such as: work, home, and community (Connell, 

1987, 1995). The literature on family and migration suggest that migration has the ability of 

restructuring societal gender norms and further reconfigure gender roles and relations in 

families, particularly when the husband or wife migrates out for a period of time. The 

alterations and the subsequent void created in the structure of the family therefore affect its 

traditional organisation.  

 

Kulczycka (2015) notes that in Nepal, the migration of a husband has varying effects on the 

left behind wife and these effects can be categorised in two perspectives. The first 

perspective embraces all the new opportunities and positive changes that the absence of a 
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husband bestows on a left-behind wife. Conversely, the second perspective describes the 

increased burden and responsibilities that the left-behind wife has to assume, and, in that 

situation, more negative effects are to be dealt with. These perspectives are also applicable 

in the case where the wife migrates and leaves the husband behind but may vary in some 

socio-cultural context as shown by Thao and Agergaard (2012) in their Vietnam study. They 

disclosed that in the sending rural areas in Vietnam, when wives migrate and leave their 

husbands behind, gender division of labour in families is also affected because left-behind 

husbands take over the performance of domestic tasks such as: taking care of the family, 

shopping for food items, cooking and cleaning the house which, prior to the migration were 

the responsibility of their wives. Some feminine agricultural tasks like rice-tending and-

weeding, which were formerly undertaken by the wives, are assumed by their husbands as 

well as sharing, transplanting and harvesting responsibilities with migrant wives anytime 

they return to the villages (Thao & Agergaard, 20102).  

 

Husbands are hesitant at assuming chores such as child nurturing and care, and food 

preparation and other related tasks for several reasons. The commonly cited reasons include 

the perception that performing tasks which are often considered as feminine by society 

threatens their masculine identity (Parrenas, 2005). Even though Connell (1995) argued that 

the prime function of masculinity is to motivate men to work, assuming the domestic 

responsibilities of migrant wives is a demotivation to work for left-behind husbands 

especially in patriarchal social settings. Due to time and energy constraints, the left-behind 

husbands are unable to perform their socially assigned masculine responsibilities in 

agriculture because they have been over burdened by the responsibilities they have taken 

from their migrant wives (Thao & Agergaard, 2012). As a result, the farm size diminishes 

and consequently, output also decreases. Confirming the claims of left-behind husbands, 

Parrenas (2005) argues that gender roles are more affected when wives migrated and leave 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

44 

 

husbands behind. Wives are able to effectively combine their reproductive roles with the 

productive roles that migrant husbands often leave behind, however, left-behind husbands 

often find it difficult to combine the domestic roles with their productive roles. Thus, gender 

roles are often reconfigured to a greater extent in left-behind families when the wife migrates 

leaving behind the husband. Parrenas (2005) found that in order to ameliorate the effort of 

the left-behind husbands, in extended families, reproductive roles are transferred to other 

female family members to perform instead of the left-behind husband. 

 

Notwithstanding the challenges that left-behind husbands face in their role performance, 

migrant wives assume the productive roles and become the breadwinner since they bring 

the largest share of the family income whilst expecting the left-behind husbands to take over 

the performance of their reproductive roles in the family (Dreby 2006). In patriarchal 

societies, the masculine identity of men is assessed by their ability to efficaciously carry out 

their breadwinning responsibility to their family. Since masculinity is associated with 

superiority over women, left-behind husbands therefore feel threatened when they have to 

assume the performance of domestic responsibilities because they are unable to perform 

their key masculine role as expected by society (Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013). So, whiles 

husbands’ migration may have minimal effects on changing gender roles, migration of 

wives greatly impacts on the structure of gender roles which challenges the status quo 

governing gender division of labour. Left-behind husbands often feel a loss of self-respect 

and dignity when their wives take over the performance of breadwinner roles (Gamburd, 

2000). In order not to hurt left-behind husbands and also restore their masculine identity, 

migrant wives often make a conscious effort to combine their reproductive roles with the 

now assumed productive role by returning home circularly or seasonally (Resurreccion & 

Khanh, 2007) and actively resume their domestic and farm duties whilst still playing the 

role of the breadwinner in the family according to Thao and Agergaard (2012) whose study 
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was on Vietnams migrant wives and their left-behind husbands. Society recognises men and 

women by varying their work, roles and responsibilities. For men, masculinities are 

synonymous with productive work which is a foundation of masculine identity (Hoang & 

Yeoh, 2011). Deductively, reproductive work is also a foundation of feminine identity. In 

that vein, Connell (2005), suggests that as much as masculinity is defined by what men do, 

it is just as powerfully defined by what they do not do, as well as the ways they do labour. 

Segmented gender labour consequently does not only define men and women but also 

determines the power and influence they have on each other. 

 

2.13.2. Changing Gender Power Relations 

Generally, men and women are not only differentiated by the gendered roles assigned to 

them but by the power and the influence they possess in relation to the other men and women 

(Aina 1998). Men and women experience disproportionate power relations in accordance 

with their sex and this discrimination affords males a superior status in society whilst 

concomitantly subjugating females. Usually, in traditional patriarchal societies, men have 

the sole autonomy in decision-making (Ullah, 2017) and thus, influence the operations of 

the family. Aina (1998) notes that in some African societies, in order to ensure conformity 

to the inequitable gendered distribution of power, taboos are sometimes used to enforce 

adherence to this social arrangement. 

 

Nonetheless, in conjugal relationship, the normative patterns and structures of gender 

relations are rearranged when one spouse leaves home through temporary or permanent 

migration. Hondagneu-Sotelo (1992) notes that migration of husbands may necessitate the 

renegotiation of existing power relations between couples and this phenomenon has the 

tendency to diminish the potency of patriarchy. Hoang and Yeoh, (2011) also discovered 

that migration of wives also culminates in reconstruction of masculine identities since the 
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migrant wives gain some level of autonomy in the family.  Even though migration may 

result in the creation of different gender power relations within the family (Hondagneu-

Sotelo, 992), these alterations could also be influenced by the sex of the migrant spouse. 

Thao and Agergaard (2012), in their study of wives’ migration and left-behind husbands in 

Vietnam found that some left-behind husbands have to unwillingly relinquish some 

decision-making powers to their migrant wives because of the remittances they bring home.  

On the other hand Ullah’s (2017) study in Bangladesh also found that migrant husbands still 

maintained their decision-making powers even after migration. Migrant husbands have 

established control over the activities of left-behind wives whilst at the destination (Ullah, 

2011). Thus, sending remittances may bestow a migrant spouse with some decision-making 

powers however; the extent of this power or influence varies in terms of family type. Whilst 

left-behind wives in extended families battle with unnecessary contradiction between 

migrant husbands and relatives, left-behind wives in nuclear families feel living in extended 

families will shield them from the dominance of migrant husbands (Ullah, 2017).  This 

clearly depicts that the settings in the family type has influences on the experiences of left-

behind spouses.  

 

The experience of left-behind husbands and wives on changing gendered power relations 

are also connected to whether the left-behind spouses receive remittance or not. The receipt 

of remittances also impacts on the socio-economic status and livelihood of the spouses left-

behind (Antman 2012; Cortes 2008; Maharjan et al., 2012, Wagle 2012). Most studies, 

however, place more emphasis on the roles of remittances on the livelihoods of left-behind 

wives more than the left-behind husbands. Remittance from migrant husbands strengthens 

the income, social status and the economic bargaining power of wives left behind in 

households and sending communities. Sarker, & Islam (2014) found that in the absence of 

husbands, left-behind wives experience increased autonomy and this autonomy may become 
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the norm in the family even after the return of the migrant husband probably because the 

wife has engaged in more income generation activities and employment and is economically 

independent and may not depend on the husbands for the usual support. Wives are also 

empowered when they begin to work outside the home and earn independent income. 

Migrant wives gain more autonomy and influence the decision-making powers of their 

husbands when their independent income contributes to the upkeep of the family (Be´langer 

& Duong, 2011). Being autonomous in the family therefore gives them the leverage over 

economic and domestic matters in the family (Resurreccion & Ha 2007). However, Thao & 

Agergaard, (2012) found that some migrant wives still give their husbands the power to take 

some important decisions in the family when it comes to the acquisition of landed properties 

even though it is their income that will finance such projects. This, therefore, suggests that 

wives’ migration does not usually result in changing power relations between husbands and 

wives, though some studies show that the relations are undergoing changes, but these 

findings are context specific and will be difficult to generalise. 

 

However, the liberation and empowerment of a left-behind wife does not always happen 

because the husband migrates and sends remittance (Ullah, 2011, 2017). Left-behind wives 

experience socio-cultural and economic exclusion and demotion when their husbands 

migrate and leave them behind. As a result, migration can establish and perpetuate 

traditionally inequitable gender norms which can compound the existing predicaments of 

the wife and further create new vulnerabilities for the wife (Cortes, 2008; Démurger, 2015). 

Confirming this claim, Lefebvre (1990) notes that even though women in Pakistan are 

normatively secluded from some social activities, their seclusion is perpetuated by the 

migration of husbands. Migration of husbands therefore increases the vulnerability levels of 

left-behind wives and, in turn, impact on their power relations in the family. Sarker & Islam 

(2014) again found in their study of Bangladeshi left-behind wives that migration of 
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husbands does not always impact positively on wives at home. The freedom and autonomy 

enjoyed by left-behind wives in extended families may reduce when there are greater 

influences from family members. Wives in nuclear families are sometimes not immune from 

the control of extended family members (Sarker & Islam, 2014). In extended families that 

are more patriarchal, left-behind wives are barred from interacting with any male inside and 

outside of the family (Sabur and Mahmud, 2008). Thus, in the extended family setting in 

Bangladesh, most of the autonomy are enjoyed by mothers-in-law or other elderly women 

in the household. Younger wives and women are considered as a passive member of the 

family who play little or no role in the decision making at the household level (Sabur & 

Mahmud, 2008). Their movement and interaction in social activities are limited since they 

have no right to go outside of their matrimonial home without the permission of the family 

members. Left-behind wives are often monitored because the family and community have 

a common suspicion that they are not moral and sexually transparent (Sabur and Mahmud, 

2008), there is therefore the fear that they are more likely to engage in immoral acts due to 

the absence of their husbands. These perceptions, beliefs and practices are context specific 

and should not be generalised because when women are left behind in nuclear families, they 

have greater decision-making power at home compared to those in joint families (Yabiku et 

al., 2010). Left-behind wives in nuclear families enjoy the autonomy of movement to 

participate in social activities and to visit their relatives (Iqbal & Mohyuddin, 2014) with 

little hindrances. Nonetheless, being a left-behind wife in a nuclear household may come 

with its own repercussions. Living in a household without the husband sometimes renders 

wives insecure and vulnerable to varied risks coupled with the feeling of anxieties, miseries, 

and various socio-economic problems (Sabur and Mahmud, 2008). The literature dwells 

more on the changing power relations and vulnerabilities of left-behind wives because most 

of the studies discussed were carried out in countries where patriarchal beliefs and practices 

are prevalent. The migration of females and the phenomenon of left-behind husbands is not 
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common to generate interest in the changing gendered power relations of men when their 

wives migrate. 

 

2.13.3 Impacts of being a Left-Behind Spouse 

The effects of the migration of one spouse on the family can be very dire for either the left-

behind wife or husband but the impact can be tamed by mutual compromise. For instance, 

the changing division of labour and power relations as a result of the migration of a husband 

or wife have compelled husbands and wives to reconstruct their gender roles and relations. 

Husbands left-behind in Vietnam are compelled to reconsider their status in society and take 

up the performance of domestic chores which are often considered as feminine chores (Thao 

& Agergaard, 2012). Left-behind wives also experience lower support with the absence of 

their primary support provided by the husband. The inadequate or lack of support is 

manifested in the over burdening in performance of some chores within and outside the 

home because of the absence of the husband. A UNICEF Mexico report reveals that wives 

left behind by migrating husbands are fraught with the responsibilities of child care because 

they lack the needed support in caring for children (Salah, 2008) and the fact that they have 

taken over some of the tasks of the migrant husband. As noted by Garcia (2006), in the 

absence of husbands in the household, wives do not only take on the control of household 

resources but additional responsibilities in the family. Left-behind wives in Pindi Baha-ud-

Din in Pakistan are therefore challenged to take different roles with regards to the household 

and these are often greater than before and they are further enjoyed with authority in 

spending remittances, taking economic decision and have freedom of movement (Iqbal & 

Mohyuddin, 2014). 

 

Spousal migration is also known to impact on the fertility and natality of the families. 

Migration of husbands is often associated with lower fertility of women because of an 
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interruption in coitus interaction (Sarker, & Islam, 2014). This can be explained in the 

context of changing patterns of migration where temporary migration becomes permanent 

and subsequent abandonment of left-behind wives due to long absence and separation. Frank 

& Wildsmith, (2005) found in Mexico a new breed of wives or women who still assume the 

status of wives but in reality, their marriage is a mirage that no longer exists because there 

has been a prolonged break in every form of interaction. Research found that many wives 

left behind are likely to suffer from loneliness and greater stress and exhibited symptoms of 

reproductive morbidity (Yeoh & Lam, 2007). Thus, the migration of a husband or a wife 

has both social and economic impact on the spouse who does stay behind at the origin (Toma 

& Vause, 2013). 

 

2.14 Theoretical and Conceptual Background 

This section discusses the theoretical and conceptual background of the study. It starts by 

discussing the gender and power theory of Connell (1987) and its suitability in explaining 

the gendered experiences of left-behind wives and husbands, which is the dependant 

variable for this study. The section then discusses the conceptual framework used for this 

study and how the independent and intermediate variables relate to the dependent variable.  

 

2.14.1 Theoretical Considerations   

The study adopted the gender and power theory because it does not only deal with the 

varying gendered experiences of left-behind husbands and wives, but, considers socio-

cultural and structural factors that have influence on gender and power relations within 

heterosexual relationships especially in households. A few scholars have theorized 

migration issues within the existing social and cultural structures and their association with 

gender relations in a comprehensive manner. One of such scholars is Connell (1987), who 
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developed the Social Theory of Gender and Power. This theory is one of the integrative 

theories of gender that elaborates on how normative social structures have impacted on some 

components of gender such as: sexual inequality and gender and power imbalances that exist 

within heterosexual conjugal relationships. 

 

Although the theory of gender and power tends to adopt a conventional perspective 

that men have been empowered at the expense of women due to the socio-cultural 

conditioning of society, the theory failed to recognize that factors such as education, 

employment and income could also empower women at the expense of men in certain 

context (Holvoet, 2011; Odotei, 1992). Nonetheless, as a social structural theory on 

gender, the Theory of Gender and Power is more suited for this study because it 

focuses more on the extent to which normative societal structures embedded in beliefs 

and practices culminates in the depths of sexual inequity as well as imbalance in gender 

and power relations (Wingood & DiClemente, 2000). Connell (1987) divided the 

Theory of Gender and Power into three major co-dependent categories of social 

structures that characterize how normative social structures have constructed the 

relationships that exist between men and women. The first structure is sexual division 

of labour, followed by sexual division of power, and then the structure of cathexis. 

Previous studies have shown that the sexual division of labour and the sexual division 

of power are the fundamental structures that greatly stimulate gender relations 

(Wingood & DiClemente, 2000). The three divisions of the theory operated within two 

social spaces of human endeavour. However, the structures are more pronounced at 

the societal level compared to the institutional level. Connell (1987) explained that at 

the societal level, the imbalances and inequalities in gender relations are embedded in 

the social norms, established customs and political policies which are deeply rooted in 

most societies. There are gender determined roles which are very hard to alter even if 
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the society changes. For instance, in most Ghanaian societies, socialisation of boys 

and girls breed unequal power relations which are then perpetuated by patriarchal 

beliefs and practices (Brown, 1996; Boateng et al, 2006). Boys therefore grow up with 

the perception of superiority relative to girls.  

 

 At the institutional level, Connell used the theory of gender and power to expound on 

the gender-based power imbalances that exist at the various social institutions and the 

family as an institution. These imbalances are often the result of biased gender 

relations which lead to discriminatory practices such as: unequal pay for comparable 

work, unequal treatment at school, imbalanced rights and autonomy with members of 

the same families and inequitable service delivery within health care, stereotypical and 

possibly demeaning descriptions of women in the media, religious institutions and 

familial relationships. The structures work together to effectively capture the 

heterosexual relationship between men and women and how the interplay between 

societal norms, and expectation and demographic characteristics have influence on a 

person’s wellbeing (Connell, 1987).  

 

Application of Gender and Power Theory to the Experiences of Left-behind Spouses 

The Theory of Gender and Power as a social structural theory developed by Robert Connell 

in 1987 based on his philosophical writings has been largely used by the health sector to 

explain the gendered aspects of AIDS/HIV infection and preventions (Wingood & 

DiClemente, 2000; Sa & Larsen, 2008; Mbonu et al., 2010). Other scholars have also 

applied it in analyzing health conditions of men in relation to their socio-demographic 

characteristics and societal norms and expectation (Courtenay, 2000). Caprioli (2003) 

applied the framework of the Theory of Gender and Power in conflict studies to explain the 

impact of domestic political behaviour in conflict situations at the international level. The 
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theory has also been used to theorize gender relations in the entertainment and sporting 

domain. Vincent (2004) applied the Theory of Power and Gender to explain the construction 

of gender in newspaper coverage of male compared to female tennis player and how 

gendered ideas intersected with race to create imbalances in the media reportage. The 

Theory of Gender and Power has however not been used much in in the area of migration 

and gender especially in the context of heterogeneous relations to conceptualise and theorize 

how spousal migration shapes the gendered experiences of left-behind spouses in terms of 

adherence to gendered roles and power relations which is the cardinal aim of this study. 

 

Connell’s theory is applicable to this study because in the Ghanaian society, institutions 

such as the family which is the basic unit of the society, there are very entrenched gender 

disparities as the Theory of Gender and power postulates (Connell, 1987). Gender divisions 

in Ghanaian society are noticeable in the established distinctions in the roles and 

responsibilities that men and women are assigned to play in society and in families 

(Nukunya 1969; Oppong 1973; Manuh 1984; Sossou, 2006; Koomson, 2017). In line with 

the cultural orientation and socialisation of some parts of Ghana, women tend to dominate 

in household responsibilities such as; cooking, cleaning and provision of care whilst the  

men are usually assigned with outdoor work which is considered masculine (Nabila, 2001; 

Boateng et al, 2006). According to Connell, roles that are considered women’s work are less 

valued and rewarded. Reproductive work which is performed in the home by wives is not 

tangibly rewarded as compared to productive work which is valued and rewarded tangibly. 

Gender division of labour creates inequality in resource distribution between men and 

women. And this further creates power inequalities (Webley, 2012) since access to resources 

increases one’s power. In her study of mining activities in the Upper East Region of Ghana, 

Koomson (2017) found gendered inequalities in the earning of remunerations for equal work 

done. Payment for work done at the mining sites varies even when women and men perform 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

54 

 

the same task. Having less resources also resonates into less power and control among 

women in relation to men. This theory therefore expounds on how the sexual division of 

labour and power in general can be used to explain the gender experiences of wives and 

husbands who have been left behind by their respective migrant spouses at the areas of 

origin.     

 

According to Connell (1987), the biases in the exercising of power by men over women are 

based on the gender roles that society assigns to people based on their sex. Gender difference 

leads to gender inequality as a result of gender power and hierarchy. These differences are 

driven by patriarchal beliefs and Webley (2012) argues that because women undertake 

unpaid domestic work it excludes them from occupying high status and engaging in high 

roles in society. In Ghana, women form the majority of the population (GSS, 2013) and 

have many responsibilities compared to men. However, women enjoy the least opportunities 

relative to men because of the deep-seated sexual division of power. Historically, women 

have suffered subjugation and domination as a result of the patriarchal beliefs and practices 

in some Ghanaian societies. Generally, in Ghana, girls are socialized to look up to men and 

boys as stronger, wiser, and more responsible whilst boys are socialized to be leaders and 

control women (Boateng et al., 2006; Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013).  Women therefore 

grew up with the orientation to accept their position as the “other” who should assume 

inferior and subservient position in society and be obedient wives and to respect their elders 

who are mostly men (Sossou, 2006). Connell’s theories also provide a perspective through 

which this study can analyze how lack of equality in power relations will influence the 

experiences of left-behind husbands and wives in the Northern Region of Ghana.  

 

The last of Connell’s three divisions of the Gender and Power Theory, the structure of 

cathexis, outlines laws, social norms, and prohibitions that shape what is ‘normal’ within 
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heterosexual relationships. This includes the prevailing social norms, emotional attachments 

and expectations that inform relationships (Connell, 1987; Kershaw et al., 2006; Wingood 

& DiClemente, 2000).  In some parts of Ghana, women are socialised to understand that a 

man could marry more than one woman (Manuh 1984; Oppong 1973; Nukunya 1969) but 

a woman can marry only one man which Connell (1987; 113) described as the “double 

standard” position taken by society to put desires of men above women. The reproductive 

right of women and the right to make personal decisions concerning the use of birth control 

and family planning services are predominantly the decision of men (Buor, 1996). As 

women, the expectations of family and motherhood such as child birth and being a good 

mother and wife also serve as obstacles which prevent them to fully exercise their 

reproductive rights to decision making on their personal life issues (Sossou, 2006). Cornell’s 

theory further helps fashioning out a suitable structure within which to analyze what is 

considered appropriate sexual behaviour and the attached expectations of left-behind wives 

and husbands, considering the inferior position of women in traditional Ghanaian society 

which are reinforced by several traditional but normative practices.   

 

2.14.2 Conceptual Framework for the Study   

The preceding discussions have demonstrated the extent to which the theory of gender and 

power predicts how the embedded gender inequalities engineered by normative socio-

cultural structures can influence the gendered experiences of left-behind spouses. It is also 

important to encapsulate the major ideas from the literature review and theoretical 

discussions into a conceptual framework to guide the research process. 

 

The literature demonstrates how imbalances in gender and power relations impact on gender 

division of labour and power relations, and this in turn impacts on gender roles and 

responsibilities, decision-making processes and resource control in the family (Hoang & 
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Yeoh, 2011; Thao & Agergaard, 2012; Dehnavi, 2017). Although these functions may 

change with the migration of one spouse, the nature of these changes depend on a myriad 

of factors including the sex of the left-behind spouses, and their socio-demographic 

characteristics. Figure 2.1 outlines the conceptual framework guiding the investigation on 

the relationship between spousal migration, the subsequent effect of assuming the status of 

a left-behind spouse and the accompanying gendered experiences of left-behind husbands 

and wives.  

Figure 2.1: Conceptual Framework 

Socio-cultural Context                 Migration Context                         Gendered 

Experience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Connell’s Gender and Power Theory (1987).  

 

The framework has three components; the socio-cultural context, the migration context and 

the gendered experiences of the left-behind spouse.  

  

Socio-cultural context 

The socio-cultural context explains how normative socio-cultural and economic practices, 

beliefs and structures inform the construction and assignment of roles, the distribution and 

exercise of power to men and women in a social setting. These structures influence the 

segregated organisation of work, reward in the form of payment among men and women. It 

also entails the hierarchical positioning of men and women in societies and families and 

how status wrought the exercise of power in decision-making processes (Connell, 1987). 
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The structures which influence the distribution of roles and power are also linked to the 

social construction of men and women’s sexuality such as masculinity and femininity. These 

structures define systematic behaviour.  Which constrains and shapes the emotional bond 

between men and women.  The three structures may determine which of the spouses will 

migrate and who is left-behind. The structured gender distribution of roles, power and 

expected behaviour also impacts on gendered experience of left-behind spouse and vice 

versa.  

 

Migration Context  

The migration context comes in two folds. The first component is the process itself and the 

second, migration decision-making a process. This also shapes the behaviours of the spouse-

left behind. Migration, whether permanent or temporary (seasonal and circular) is a 

livelihood strategy mostly adopted by families (Yankson & Bertrand, 2012). Since 

migration is a family strategy, it also involves the migration of a spouse whilst the other 

spouse is left behind to manage the affairs of the family at the origin (Ullah, 2017; Lam and 

Yeoh, 2018). The practice where a husband or wife migrates from the northern part of Ghana 

to the south and leaves the other spouse behind dates back to several decades (Awumbila & 

Schandorf, 2008; Abdul-Korah, 2011). Being left-behind by a migrant husband or wife 

affects the gender and power relation that exist between people in conjugal relationship. 

However, these possible transformations in gender and power relations could be 

experienced differently based on the sex of the left-behind husband. Thus, left-behind 

husbands and wives may have varying experiences in their relations with their migrant 

spouses (Hoang & Yeoh, 2011; Antman 2012). 

 

 The spouse who is likely to migrate is influenced by the existing socio-culturally 

conditioned gender distribution of distribution of labour and power at the society and family 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

58 

 

levels. Migration could also be mitigated by economic structures at the origin and 

destination.  The migration status can be shaped by socio-demographic factors such as; age, 

level of education, employment status, family type, living arrangement, type of migration 

by migrant spouse, type of residence, communication, home visit and visit to destination of 

spouse, receipt of remittances duration of marriage. All these factors could determine the 

outcome of the gendered experience of the left-behind spouse. As to whether gender roles 

and power relation will change for a left-behind spouse will depend on the type of family in 

which the left-behind spouse lives. This will inform how the presence or absence of other 

family members and the roles they play could influence a left-behind spouse’s migration 

experiences. Therefore, existing gender roles and power relations are less likely to change 

among husbands and wives living in extended families compared to those living in nuclear 

families (Yabiku, 2010; Ullah, 2017).  

 

Gendered Experience 

The gendered experience of the left-behind spouse is the final component of the conceptual 

framework. Gendered experience comprises the gendered roles and the gendered power 

relations of the left-behind spouse. This is the outcome of the interaction between the socio-

cultural context and the migration context.  The migration of a spouse could impact on the 

gendered experience of the spouse in terms of possible changes in gender division of labour 

and how it reflects on the roles and responsibilities of wives and husbands left behind and 

changes in the level of autonomy in household decision making and control and use of 

resources. This component is therefore measured in two ways. The first being change in 

gender roles of the left-behind spouse as a result of the absence of the migrant spouse and 

the second measure is, change in decision making power as a result of the absence of the 

migrant spouse.   
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2.15 The Gap in Literature 

The literature discussed in this study reveals that regardless of the historical and contextual 

difference in the migration experience of males and females, not much attention has been 

paid to the existing gender differentials in migration studies (Chant & Radcliffe, 1992). 

According to Black et al. (2004), the apathy of migration researchers on the impacts of 

migration on gender is more conspicuous in developing countries of which Africa is not 

exempted. This behaviour exhibited by researchers in some developing countries has 

resulted in a narrow appreciation of how migration impacts on males and females. Over the 

years, such researchers have often considered migrants as a homogeneous group and this 

culminated in inadequate attention on the gendered aspect of migration (Fan and Huang, 

1998). The migration studies that have attempted gender studies focus more on male 

migration and its impact on left behind wives (Curren et al, 2006). These practices have 

further resulted in scant research works on the experiences of husbands who have been left 

behind by migrant wives compared to studies on the experiences of left-behind wives. 

However, generally, there has been less scholarly attention on the experiences of left-behind 

spouses as a result of the migration of their husbands and wives in Africa as a whole and 

Ghana in particular. The literature has also not paid much attention to the gendered 

perspectives and experiences of both left-behind husbands and wives. Ideally, using gender 

as an analytical category should move beyond a focus on either men or women to consider 

the different experiences of men and women in migration. Migration studies should also 

consider some existing gender biases engineered by patriarchal and traditional socio-

cultural institutions within migration circuits and analyse the impact of migration on the 

gendered basis of these structures. It is crucial to adopt a gender perspective to understand 

the consequences of migration on family members who are left behind (Cortes, 2008) 

especially wives and husbands with an equal attention to both men and women in the 

analysis.   
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Undeniably, migration has the propensity to reorganise family structures and gender 

relations. However, a clear-cut gender perspective requires insight into the different 

experiences of men and women who are either migrating or are affected by the migration of 

household members especially their significant other. However, scholarship in the field of 

migration and family is skewed towards the experiences of left-behind wives and neglecting 

issues of how husbands cope with the absence of their wives, especially when they shoulder 

the household duties traditionally carried out by women (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999). The 

few studies on the experiences of left-behind husbands have focused on how they are forced 

by the prolonged absence of their wives to break socio-cultural barriers to assume the 

performance of the domestic roles in their migrant wives (Afsar 2005). Feminist scholars 

also tend to concentrate their attention on how the migration of wives and the leaving behind 

of husbands redefines the entrenched structures governing patriarchy and masculinity which 

disempower women in society (Hoang & Yeoh, 2011; Thao & Agergaard, 20102; Lam & 

Yeoh, 2018). They distinguish between what they call normative gender and actual gender 

practices where the husband is normatively considered as the head of the family yet, in 

actual practice, it is the wife who wields the power in many circumstances, though 

surreptitiously. Thus, the processes of globalisation tend to shape the living arrangements 

of modern families due to migration. As a result, left-behind husbands are unable to conform 

to the conventional gendered division of roles and responsibilities. The economic 

empowerment of their migrant wives therefore subtly compels them to assume gender roles 

such as child care and other feminine roles which are not conventionally masculine roles.      

 

A study in Jamaica by Douglas-Harrison (2014) also examined how wives who migrate 

from Jamaica to the United States of America over an extended period without their 

husbands can cope and maintain their marriages in the transnational space amidst the 

dynamism in gender relations and how it interplays with the Jamaican culture.  
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Most of these are qualitative studies that focus solely on the consequence of the solitary 

migration of wives or husbands on the left behind. There are few studies in Africa and Ghana 

especially where adherence to patriarchal and masculine beliefs are dominant which have 

examined the experiences of both left-behind husbands and wives in a single study. This 

research lacuna is what this study seeks to fill by paying more attention to the gendered 

experiences of the left-behind spouse when their partners embark on internal migration in 

Ghana. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE STUDY AREA AND METHODOLOGY 

3.0 Introduction 

This chapter describes the study area, the research design, data sources, research population, 

sample size and sampling procedures, tools for data collection, methods of data collection, 

and analysis. The chapter further discusses the various ethical issues that were observed in 

the course of the data collection and analysis.   

 

3.1 The Study Area  

The study was conducted in four selected administrative districts in Northern Region of 

Ghana. Although Northern Region is second to Volta Region in terms of out migration rates 

(GSS, 2014), the region is chosen for this study because it has a peculiar stream of North-

South migrants which is born out of historical antecedents. Historically, the northern part of 

Ghana which included Northern Region, served as a reservoir of labours for the mineral 

mines, coffee, palm nut and cocoa plantations in southern Ghana for several decades when 

this area became a protectorate colony of the British (Abdul-Korah, 2008). The deliberate 

negligence to develop the Northern Territories at the time culminated into forced North-

South migration and, subsequently impelled labour migration to southern Ghana ((Dickson, 

1968; Songsore, 2011). The inability of subsequent post-independent governments to 

correct this developmental gap is the reason for the current persistently migration of mostly 

young economic migrants from the north to the south (Van der Geest, 2011; Kwankye, 

2012). Hence, the need to study this stream of migrants.  

 

Since the study cannot be conducted in every part of Northern Region, four administrative 

areas were selected as the specific study areas in Northern Region where the study was 
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carried out. The selected administrative areas were Savelugu-Nanton Municipality, 

Sagnarigu, Tolon and Kumbungu Districts. These four administrative areas were selected 

because they reflected the general migration patterns of Northern Region. They have a large 

proportion of their population moving out of the region and mostly to the southern part of 

the country (GSS, 2012; 2014) owing to the perceived potential socio-economic 

opportunities that abound in that part of the country (Kwankye et al, 2009; der Geest, 2010; 

Adaawen and Owusu, 2013). There is therefore a higher probability of finding married men 

and women who have migrated to the southern part of Ghana and leaving behind their wives 

and husbands in this area. Historically, it is the husbands who migrated from the north to 

the south whilst the wives stayed home (Nabila, 2001; Songsore, 2011).  This trend has, 

however, seen a gradual change due to the increasing rate of independent migration of 

women including wives in the 1980s (Awumbila, 2005). In addition, a common pattern of 

North-South migration in Ghana is that people who are married are unable to migrate with 

their spouses because they do not have full knowledge of the conditions at the place of 

destination (Awedoba, 2006; 2008). All these account for the practice of spouses being left-

behind in the study area. 

 

The experience of the spouse left-behind at the origin areas, whether husband or wife is an 

area that has not been researched into as expected. It is therefore the cardinal aim of this 

study to establish, among other issues, the gendered dimensions for the understanding of 

migration and its consequences on the spouse left-behind at the sending communities. The 

Northern Region especially has communities and households where socio-cultural norms 

define gendered division of power and labour allotted to men and women as well as their 

expected behaviour (Pickbourn, 2011). This region like most parts of Ghana is a patriarchal 

society and also known for a persistent stream of out migrants to other parts of the country, 

most especially the southern part of the country mainly for livelihood reasons (Awedoba, 
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2006; 2008). It is on this basis that this study sets out to explore the gendered experiences 

and coping strategies of spouses who have been left behind by their migrant spouses in 

selected communities in Northern Region of Ghana. Figure 3.1 is a map of region which 

shows Savelugu Nanton, Tolon, Kumbungu and Sagnarigu administrative areas. The areas 

selected for the study. 

 

Figure 3.1: Map of Northern Region of Ghana Showing the Study Areas 

Source: Department of Geography and Resource Development. University of Ghana, 

Legon. 
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Profile of Northern Region 

Northern Region of Ghana was created in March 1957, the same period Ghana gained her 

independence from British rule. The Upper Regions (now Upper and Upper West Regions) 

were part of Northern Region until they were carved out in 1960 (Bening, 1999). 

Geographically, the region remains the largest in the country in terms of land mass until 27th 

December, 2018 when the region was divided into three regions through a referendum. A 

Constitutional Instrument subsequently created the North East and Savannah Regions from 

the original Northern Region on the 12th February, 2019.  

 

Data collection for this study was, however, done before the creation of the new regions. 

The then Northern Region covers a land area of 70,384 square kilometres. The region shares 

boundaries with Upper East and Upper West Regions to the north, Brong Ahafo and Volta 

Regions to the south, Togo to the east, and Côte d’Ivoire to the west. The region has a very 

unique landscape as the land is typically low lying except the few higher grounds in the 

north-eastern corner where the Gambaga escarpment is located as well as along the western 

corridor. The Black and White Volta Rivers and their tributaries such as the Nasia and Daka 

rivers serve as the drainage of Northern Region (GSS, 2013).  There are 24 administrative 

districts, one municipality and one metropolis in the region. The 2010 Population and 

Housing Census indicates that Northern Region has a total population of 2,479,461 with 

females forming the largest proportion- 50.3% (1,249,574) compared with  males – 49.7% 

(1,229,887). Although the region has the largest land area which constitutes 30% of the 

country’s total land mass, it has recorded the lowest population density relative to the other 

regions in the country. It only increased from 26 in the year 2000 to 30 in 2010. At the 2010 

Population and Housing Census, Northern Region had only 10 percent of the total national 

population. Previous census reports from 1960 to 2010 revealed marginal increases in the 

population density of the region. This phenomenon can be attributed to the migration of 
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mostly the youth from the region to other parts of Ghana, especially southern Ghana. These 

movements are warranted by various reasons including the search for peace, better 

livelihoods or access to facilities and services which are not easily accessible in their region. 

 

The major ethnic group in the region is the Mole-Dagbani who constitute about half (52%) 

of the total population whilst Konkomba, Basaari and Bimoba who form the Gurma is the 

second largest ethnic group in the region. They constitute 22 percent of the region’s total 

population. Islam is the dominant religion in the region, with 60 percent affiliates. This 

proportion however varies from one district to the other. Christians in the region also 

constitute 21 percent whilst traditionalists constitute 16 percent of the population (GSS, 

2014). Ethnicity and Islam may account for the stronger patriarchal beliefs among the people 

of the Northern Region. With regards to education and literacy the 2010 population and 

housing census report shows that 16% of the population can speak and write in the English 

language. Generally, 62% of the people in the region are not literate (GSS, 2014). The high 

illiteracy rate may account for the increasing migration to the south due to the current 

dwindling in the prospects from agriculture. 

 

Economic Activities 

The Northern Region is endowed with varieties of economic and livelihood activities but 

the primary economic activities that characterise the region are: agriculture, hunting, and 

forestry (GSS, 2014). Subsistence agriculture is predominantly practiced, 90 percent of the 

rural farmers (Awedoba, 2008; GSS, 2014). The crops that are grown in the region include 

yam, maize, millet, guinea corn, rice, groundnuts, beans, soya beans and cowpea depending 

on the climate and soil composition. At Gushie in the Savelugu-Nanton District, there is a 

large plantation of grafted mangoes cultivated by out growers. Bontanga in the Tolon and 

Kumbungu Districts have irrigation dams where farmers engage in large-scale rice 
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cultivation during the dry season (GSS, 2013). Thus, farming activities exclusively provide 

employment for 71% of the economically active population aged 15 years and older.   

 

Over 95% of the economically active population are employed in the informal private sector 

(primarily agricultural related employment) which is dependent on rain. Thus, effective crop 

cultivation is confined to just six month of the wet season that stretches from May to 

October. The other half of the year is dry and rainless with less or no gainful agricultural 

activity. The youth mostly idle about during the dry season or migrate to other regions to 

work (Awedoba, 2008; GSS, 2013). Notwithstanding the limited time duration for farming, 

the region has experienced consistent shortfall in the benefits derived for agricultural 

activities. Over the years, poor yield from agricultural activities is often attributed to the 

effects of global warming and climate change conditions in the region (GSS, 2005; 

Jarawura, 2014). This natural occurrence coupled with employment challenges, dwindling 

fortunes of agriculture and falling living standards in the region have culminated in the 

emigration of the youth to southern parts of Ghana, mostly to the rural areas for farming 

activities and the cities in search of menial jobs (Awedoba, 2008). The 2000 Population and 

Housing Census statistics indicate that one third of the people originally from the region 

were counted outside the Northern Region. They resort to migration because it is often 

perceived as a responsive adaptation, one pursues when the household's consumption needs 

outstrip locally available resources (Jarawura, 2014). In the Northern Region, migration is 

adopted as a way of adapting to the inadequate livelihood resources, thus, most young men 

and women migrate to other resource endowed areas in the country, mostly to the southern 

part of the Ghana where they could earn better remuneration and support their families at 

their origin (Van der Geest 2004). Some of the young migrants from the rural farming 

communities also migrate from the region to the transitional zone, the Brong Ahafo Region 

to continue with their farming activities due to the availability of arable land and favourable 
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climatic conditions for farming (Van der Geest 2011). Those who migrate during the off-

farming season return at the on-set of the farming season. Men mostly return to clear the 

land and start with the cultivation whilst women return to perform planting and harvesting 

tasks and also transport the produce home.  

 

In-migration to the Northern Region generally is relatively low compared to out-migration 

due to lack of livelihood opportunities such as jobs and basic social amenities such as 

housing and other infrastructure. According to a report by the Awedoba (2008) on selected 

regions in Ghana, the northern region is among the very poor regions in the country. As a 

result, malnutrition is commonly reported in children. Poverty accounts for the high rates of 

emigration from the Region. Poverty is also responsible for a variety of problems within the 

region such as high school drop-outs rates, teenage marriages and reproductive problems, 

child migrant labour and even to some extent, child trafficking. The majority of Kayayei 

and trolley boys found in the streets of the major cities hail from these deprived rural areas 

in the Northern Region. Significant proportions of these migrants are married and have left- 

their wives and husbands at the origin areas in the region (Awedoba, 2008). 

 

Socio-cultural Organisation  

Although Northern Region is ethnically diverse, it has a lot of common social and cultural 

organisation. Polygyny is the dominant form of marriage in most parts of the region. Thus, 

a man could marry more than one wife and they often co-exist in the same house. This form 

of marital arrangement ensures that more children are produced to serve as farm-hands for 

agrarian parents. But in recent times, this practice is on the decline due to lower prospects 

from farming and increasing poverty and the challenges associated with meeting the needs 

of many children (Awedoba 2008). It can also be argued that the decline in the practice of 

polygyny in the region is as a result of the increasing levels of formal education among 
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young men and young women as well the growing empowerment of women. Economic 

hardships, education and female empowerment could be important variables in determining 

migration decisions in the region. Thus, in some communities, North-South migration is a 

culture because it is practiced by both young and old, married and unmarried.  

 

After the marriage ceremony is done, couples are expected to live together, with the wife 

joining her husband in a compound that may be headed by the husband's father, in most 

cases where the husband is still young. The household typically comprises of the couple, 

their children and other close kin of the husband (Awedoba, 2008). In the past, married adult 

male children may remain in their fathers' households or break away and found their own 

households. But in recent times, moving out of the fathers’ compound is more common 

resulting in the increase in nuclear families and decrease in extended families. 

 

 Child betrothal and early marriage is also a common practice in most parts of the Northern 

Region (Awedoba, 2008). Girls as young as 14 years are given out for marriage sometimes 

with older men who are usually old enough to be their fathers (Northern Regional Profile 

2006). This situation has resulted in some girls migrating out of their communities and out 

of their matrimonial homes to cities to avoid being married out against their will (Awedoba, 

2008).   

 

The region is well known for its architecture of round huts with conical thatched roofs (GSS, 

2013). The houses are also built in a circular form with a compound in the middle. 

Households are often made of larger familial relations because where nuclear and extended 

family members living together (GSS, 2013). Roles are often shared among family 

members. The social and cultural structure of the Northern region is akin to the other nine 

regions in Ghana where men, women, boys and girls are recognised by their roles and 
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responsibilities which society has assigned to them. However, males often wield authority 

and are the bread winners of the families whilst women are considered as subordinates, 

dependants and support their men in managing the affairs of families. This is a common 

practice because the Northern region is largely patriarchal in terms of gender power relations 

and this therefore puts men and boys in powerful and privileged positions in the society. 

Men are therefore the main decision makers in most communities in the region but women, 

especially the elderly, are sometimes consulted before main decisions are taken.  Since men 

wield greater authority in many patriarchal societies, they have access to land, information 

and many other resources whiles women are supposed to be taken care of by men and 

therefore should be subservient to men and husbands (Buor, 1996; Awedoba, 2008).  

 

Most communities in Northern Region are predominantly organised long patrilineal descent. 

The patrilineal system of family arrangement and inheritance determines one’s membership 

and status in a family and community. Since this practice is sustained by patriarchal beliefs, 

the associated right to access and use family or community resources is traced to ties with 

the father. Succession and inheritance therefore depended on status in the family. Since 

women from the Northern Region occupy a lesser status in both biological and matrimonial 

families, they do not inherit their fathers or husbands, but sons do and even inherit their 

mothers. This denies women the opportunity to own important resources such as land which 

is a basic factor of production. Even though married women may temporarily acquire a piece 

of land from their husbands or brothers, the produce from such lands are only for household 

consumption and the land can be taken back at the whims of the husbands or brother 

(Apusigah, 2009). Women in such situations have no power in resources allocation and 

control in terms of decision making in the family (Pearson 1992). It is not surprising that 

men are playing dominant roles in decision-making over household resources as they are 

regarded as the heads of the family. The lack of control and power over resources leads to 
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the subordination of women. This practice therefore has implication for gender roles and 

power relations in most Dagbon communities.  

 

North-South Migration from Northern Region 

North-South Migration denotes the movement of people from the three northern regions of 

Ghana to the Southern part of Ghana. This practice has been a feature of internal migration 

in Ghana dating back to the pre-colonial period. The phenomenon increased in volume in 

the 20th century following the heightened demand for labour in southern Ghana. The demand 

for labour was precipitated by the introduction of new development polices by the colonial 

admiration in 1919 (Abdulai & Rieder, 1999; Anarfi et al. 2003). This trend of migration 

persisted after independence because of the dichotomous pattern of development resulting 

in unequal distribution of livelihood opportunities between the North and the South 

(Awumbila & Schandorf, 2008). The practice has also transformed over the years in terms 

of the socio-demographic characteristics of the migrants and the reasons for migration 

(Anarfi, 2003). 

 

Although, current national statistics on internal migration show that people from the Volta 

Region are the most migratory group, people from the Northern Region are the most 

migratory of the three regions in the North with one-third of its population being out-

migrants (GSS, 2012; 2014). According to the 2010 Population and Housing Census, the 

Northern Region has the greatest number people engaged in North-South migration (GSS, 

2014). The main destinations of these migrants are Ashanti, Greater Accra and Brong-Ahafo 

Regions with smaller proportions in the other southern regions (GSS, 2014). In the 1960s 

and early 1970s people who migrated from the Northern Region to the Southern parts were 

largely adult male labourers who migrated to work in the rural agricultural sector of the 

South. Although this pattern of migration continued, the trend has however changed with 
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time.  Younger males and females now joined this migration stream and migrate mainly into 

the cities of Accra and Kumasi (Kwankyi et al., 2009).  

 

North-South migrations has also transformed from the male dominated seasonal migration 

where men left their wives at home for few months to more or less long term migration 

(Awedoba, 2006). In addition, the late 1980s and early 1990s also saw an increasing 

involvement of unmarried independent female migrants in North-South migration to 

enhance their personal and family wellbeing (Awumbila et al., 2008). This was occasioned 

by the restructuring of the sources of livelihood and the subsequent demand for female 

labour in the south. Hence, there was an increase in the volume of female migrants from the 

Northern Region in the south and the ratio is almost at par with their male counterparts. 

Kwankye et al., (2009) further reveal that males from the region mostly migrate to the 

Ashanti Region whilst their female counterparts migrate to the Grater Accra Region because 

of the gendered nature of the economic activities available to these migrants.  Anecdotal 

evidence also who an increase in the current proportion of married women who migrate 

independently and leave their husbands behind in the Northern Region. More wives have 

migrated from the Northern Region to the south and have left behind husbands than 

compared to husbands doing so in the past ten years.       

 

 
3.2 Research Methods 

The study employed a combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods often 

termed mixed methods research approach (Creswell, 2009) in data gathering, analysing and 

reporting.  Ennew & Boyden (1997) argues that all good social research requires the use of 

more than one research approach since they complement the strength and weakness of each 

other. Hence, triangulation of methods was considered appropriate to conduct the study 
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quantitatively and qualitatively to effectively explore and explain the varied gendered 

experiences of left-behind spouses in Northern Region in depth (Creswell & Plano, 2011; 

Ivankova, et al., 2006; Subedi, 2016) The triangulation of methods afforded the researcher 

the liberty to employ different methods such as: survey, in-depth interviews, focus group 

discussions and observation concurrently to study the gendered experiences of left-behind 

spouses. Since the different methods focused on different aspects of the study, this widened 

the scope of the study and also revealed the varied gendered experiences left-behind spouses 

within the same socio-cultural setting.  

 

The quantitative survey approach was useful in the exploring and understanding how 

widespread the phenomenon of spousal migration and left-behind spouses is in the study 

area. This method also helped to reach a large proportion of left-behind spouses, thereby 

gaining a broader spectrum and variety of the views and experiences of left-behind spouses 

in terms of the changes in their gender roles and power relations This method further 

facilitated the comparison  of the different gendered experiences of left-behind wives and 

husbands based on their individual characteristics and social backgrounds and also using 

the findings to make predictions and generalisations on the gendered experiences of the left-

behind spouses in the Northern Region of Ghana (Holland & Campbell, 2005). 

 

The qualitative method, on the other hand, afforded use of in-depth interviews, focus group 

discussions and observation to investigate current patterns of migration and its relationship 

with socio-cultural practices in the area and their impact on changing gender roles and power 

relations over the years. This helped the researcher to elaborate on the quantitative data in 

order to appreciate the convergent and divergent views of the research participants on 

patterns of migration and the phenomenon of left-behind spouses in the northern region as 

well as the current state of some socio-cultural practices. This information would have been 
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a challenge to gather using only the survey method. This therefore confirms the 

complementarity benefit of adopting a mixed-method research approach (Creswell et al., 

2003; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Subedi, 2016). The survey helped to reach a large 

number of left-behind spouses. This aided in getting detailed and varied information on 

migration and its relationship on role changes and power relations among couples. This 

resulted in arriving at a valid and representative findings for an in-depth appreciation of the 

gendered experiences of left-behind wives and husbands (Fitzgerald, 2006; Molina-Azorin 

et al., 2012).  

 

In order to conduct a reliable and valid study, the researcher used both primary and 

secondary data sources. The secondary data source comprised published as well as 

unpublished books, journal articles, official documents and reports of organisations, 

electronic media (websites), government, international and national reports and other related 

data that are relevant to this research work. The secondary data helped in conceptualising 

and contextualising the relationship between the phenomenon of spousal migration, and the 

consequent left-behind spouses and changing gender roles and power relations as well as 

the description of contemporary and historical aspects of the study. This helped in guiding 

and focusing the study with regard to the collection of the primary data as well as the data 

analysis (Hox & Boeije, 2005). It also helped the researcher to juxtapose the study with 

previous studies in order to contribute to the existing literature on left-behind husbands and 

wives. 

 
The study adopted the Sequential Explanatory Strategy, which is one of the popular 

strategies of Mixed Methods Research Design in the collection and analysis of the field data 

(Creswell et al., 2003; Creswell & Plano, 2011; Ivankova, et al., 2006; Subedi, 2016). This 

approach therefore informed the manner and timing of the data collection process as well as 
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the sampling of the participants of the quantitative aspect of the study. Hence the study 

adopted a two-phase data collection approach. The quantitative survey data were first 

collected from the 400 sampled respondents and analysed. The second phase was the 

qualitative data which was informed by the outcome of the quantitative data that were 

collected in the first phase. The second phase collected and analysed qualitative data from 

30 respondents from the first phase who were purposively selected and interviewed. 

Participants for the qualitative study were drawn from quantitative respondents because 

those sampled were useful in explaining some outcomes from the quantitative study 

(Creswell & Plano, 2011; Subedi, 2016). The qualitative data were used to explain the gaps 

and the unexpected results identified in the quantitative data. The sequential explanatory 

approach helped in explaining and interpreting relationships in the quantitative data 

because, the qualitative data delved deeper into the socio-cultural practices in the study area 

and how they have shaped gender relations in order to build on the results of the initial 

quantitative results for a better explanation and understanding of gendered experiences of 

left-behind spouses. 

 

3.3 Study Population, Sample, Sampling Technique and Sample Size 

The study population comprised adults who are married either customarily or by ordinance 

and are resident in the four districts in the Northern Region that were selected for this study 

but whose spouses have migrated and currently living in the southern part of the country. 

The study sample therefore constituted spouses who have been left-behind in the 

communities selected for this study and have been living there continuously for at least one 

year. A minimum of one year was selected because it was deemed enough time for a left-

behind spouse to appreciate the effects of being separated from a husband or wife and to be 

in a good position to share his or her experience which is relevant for this study. A left-
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behind spouse qualified to be part of this study only if he or she had lived with the spouse 

in the study area for one year before the migration of the spouse. 

 

A participant included in this study had to be at least 18 years old, a resident of one of the 

selected study areas, married for not less than a year and had to have been living apart from 

the spouse for the past one year or more. That spouse had to have resided in any part of 

southern Ghana for at least one year or more. Anyone less than 18 years, not married or 

separated, divorced, widowed or married for less than a year and living with the spouse at 

the time of this study, and not living in any of the selected communities is not qualified to 

participate in this study. 

 

Most scholars in the field of social science research recommend a sample size that is 

proportional to the study population. However, due to the difficulty in arriving at a definite 

population of left-behind spouses in this study area, the study adopted the formula of Krejcie 

& Morgan, (1970) to calculate the sample size for an unknown study population. Since there 

is no available documentation on the total number of spouses who have been left-behind by 

their migrant wives and husbands in the Northern Region of Ghana, the Krejcie & Morgan, 

(1970) formula was used.  Krejcie & Morgan (1970) suggest how to calculate the sample 

size based on the sample required to estimate a proportion of the unknown population with 

an approximate 95% confidence level using the formula: 

 𝑛𝑟 =
4pq

d2   

 where nr = required sample size 

  p = proportion of the population having the characteristic 

  q = 1-p and d = the degree of precision. 
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In the case where the proportion of the population (p) is unknown use p = 0.5 which assumes 

maximum heterogeneity (i.e. a 50/50 split). The degree of precision (d) is the margin of 

error that is acceptable and since this study is prepared to accept a margin of error of ± 5%, 

d = 0.05. The formula is therefore applied below as: 

 

𝑛𝑟 =
4pq

d2
=

4 x 0.5 x 0.5

0.052
=

1

0.00252
= 400.  𝑛𝑟 = 400 responsents 

 

 Therefore, the minimum sample size for the quantitative study is 400 left-behind spouses.   

       

The nature of the respondents for this study did not allow for easy sampling. However, 

multiple steps were adopted to arrive at the required sample size of 400 left-behind spouses. 

Enumerations Area (E. A.) maps of the selected communities were initially used to identify 

the communities and their boundaries. Screener Survey Questionnaires were then 

administered to the households in each of the selected communities to identify and create a 

list of married men and women who have been left-behind by their migrant spouses who 

have migrated and are currently living in the southern part of Ghana. The left-behind 

spouses should have also met the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the study. A total of 

628 left-behind spouses were identified in the four selected administrative districts using 

the screener survey. A random sampling technique was then used to select 100 left-behind 

spouses who met the inclusion criteria of the study from each of the four selected 

communities. A purposive sampling technique was used in the selection to reduce the gender 

gap disparity because the screener survey captured more left-behind husbands than wives.  

 

Structured questionnaires were used to collect primary data from 100 left-behind husbands 

and wives in each of the four selected administrative districts. The questionnaire was 
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structured based on the study objectives such as: gender roles, power relations and 

household decision making, benefits and challenges of being left-behind spouses and 

their coping strategies. A total of 400 survey was conducted using questionnaires. The 

structured questionnaires were administered to 400 left-behind spouses by four trained 

field assistance using electronic device which contain the questions through a modern 

technique called the Computer-assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). Computer-assisted 

personal interviewing (CAPI) is an interviewing technique in which either the respondent 

or interviewer uses an electronic device such as a tablet or and an android phone to answer 

the questions. This method is comparable to computer-assisted telephone interviewing, 

except that the Computer-assisted personal interviewing interviews occurs in a face-to-face 

manner instead of over the telephone interview. 

 

The study originally intended to sample a total of 400 left-behind spouses from the four 

selected communities to respond to the survey questions. The 400 left-behind spouses were 

to comprise 200 left-behind husbands and 200 left behind wives. In all, 100 left-behind 

spouses were to be selected from each of the four selected communities and out of the 100 

left-behind spouses from each community, 50 of them will be wives whilst the other 50 will 

be husbands. However, although the study was able to survey 400 left-behind spouses with 

100 of them from each of the four selected study areas, the intended gender parity was not 

achieved. The field data showed that in Savelugu-Nanton, 74 left-behind husbands and 26 

left-behind wives responded to the questionnaire. In Tolon, 61 left-behind husbands and 39 

left-behind wives responded. In Kumbungu, 56 left-behind husbands and 44 left-behind 

wives responded and in Sagnarigu, 44 left-behind husbands and 56 left-behind wives 

responded to the administered questionnaire. In terms for rural-urban divide, the study 

selected Savelugu-Nanton and Sagnarigu as urban areas whilst Tolon and Kumbungu were 

selected as the rural areas. 
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Interviews were also used to collect data from some of the left-behind spouses in all the 

four selected study areas with different backgrounds and different experiences. Out  of 

the 400-selected left-behind spouses who took part in the survey, 30 of them were 

purposefully selected based on their peculiar background characteristics which were 

more relevant to the study and were interviewed using in-depth interview method. The 

data from the in-depth interviews helped to understand the survey data better. For 

instance, the survey data showed that wives were more involved in the migration 

decisions of husbands than husbands did to wives’ migration decision. The in -depth 

interview data explained that husbands do not need the permission of wives to migrate, 

but wives need their husbands’ permission before they can migrate.  

 

Focus Group Discussions were also used to explore the different meaning and feelings 

(Conradson, 2005) that left-behind spouses and other people in the community attached to 

migration and entrenched social-cultural practices such as gender division of labour and 

power relations. Data from the Focus Group Discussions elucidated the convergent and 

divergent views of both men and women, young and old on the nexus between the Dagbon 

culture and gendered relations of left-behind spouses.  As a result, two separate gender-

based focused group discussions each were conducted in Tolon and Kumbungu Districts. 

This was to obtain the independent views of both men and women because of the gendered 

interest of the study. This was to allow the men and women to freely debate their issues 

without any patriarchal influence. The study could not conduct focus group discussions in 

Savelugu-Nanton Municipal and Sagnarigu because of recruitment challenges. The male 

focus group in Tolon comprised four elderly people and three young men with their ages 

ranging between 25 and 51 years old. The female focus group on the other hand was made 

up of seven women who also comprised three elderly women and four left-behind wives. 

Their ages ranged from 28 to 56 years. The male focus group in Kumbungu was made up 
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of 6 men between the ages of 31 and 54 years old. The female group on the other hand was 

made up of 5 women between the ages of 26 and 48 years old. 

 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations are central to every stage of the research process. Every researcher 

must consider the safety and welfare of the participants during the identification of the 

research problem, identification of the research participant, data collection process, data 

analysis and interpretation or the writing and dissemination of the research report (Creswell 

& Zhang, 2009). Hence, ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Committee for the 

Humanities (ECH) at the University of Ghana before going to the field to commence the 

data collection.  The most common ethical dilemmas that were focused on throughout the 

study were participation, consent and confidentiality (Dowling, 2005). Research 

participants were well informed about the purpose of the research and were made to give 

oral and written consent based on their level of education before going ahead to administer 

the survey questionnaire or conduct the interview. The explanation of the objective of the 

research was done mostly in Dagbani, Twi and English. They were also assured of 

anonymity and confidentiality of their personality and the information provided. The 

identities of respondents were presented anonymously in the thesis with the use of 

pseudonyms. 

 

3.5 Challenges and Limitations of the Study 

Every academic research work that relies mainly on human subjects for information is 

bound to encounter one challenge or the other. Since this study involved some personal and 

sensitive information about the participant, some of the respondents were hesitant to partake 

in the study. Whilst some respondents refused to be part of the study at the initial stage, 

others decided to stop in the course of the interview whilst some refused to answer some 
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questions, they deemed personal and sensitive. In all 16 of such incomplete surveys were 

deleted and replaced to make up for the sample size of the study. But some respondents 

refused to take part completely. Those who agreed partly because they will not answer every 

question became very interested in the research as it progressed and ended up answering 

every question.   

 

Language was also a challenge as the main researcher cannot speak fluent Dagbani and 

therefore had to employ the services of four research assistants who spoke fluent Dagbani 

to conduct the quantitative survey. The interviews were however conducted by the 

researcher in the English and Twi languages as well as in Dagbani through the aid of an 

interpreter. The researcher was at some point mistaken to be a representative of a Non-

governmental Organisation. In the course of the data collection, especially with the in-depth 

interviews, some respondents kept making appeals for financial support and adding extra 

information about their experiences that were not relevant to the study. The researcher and 

his assistants tolerated them throughout the process.  

 

3.6 Methods of Data Analysis  

Data were analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. The quantitative data analysis was in 

accordance with the usual identification of variable, entry and manipulation using mainly 

the SPSS software. This analysis also involved the use of descriptive tables and charts to 

show patterns to power relations and gendered roles in relation with the background 

characteristics. Some cross-tabulations were also used to aid in the identification of relations 

between dependent and independent variables. Various theoretical propositions have been 

subjected to the test by assessing the socio-demographic background of the respondents in 

relation to the dependent variables that measure relationship between spousal migration and 

change in power relations and gender roles outcomes. Both individual and community-wide 
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variables were used to assess the influence on patterns and relationships. Chi-square 

statistical tests were conducted to examine the statistical association between the dependent 

variable and the independent variables.  

 

The qualitative data analysis was carried out by transcribing all the voice recorded 

interviews. The transcribed text was manually coded and themes that will complement or 

fill in the gaps in quantitative analysis were generated. The qualitative analysis was based 

on thematic and content analysis approaches. Direct quotations were generated, and a case 

study was also set up and used to support some of the argument for better understanding of 

the phenomena in the study. The interpretation of results was done by relating these 

categories to research questions and theoretical ideas underpinning the research.   

 

4.6 Measurement of variables 

Change in gender roles: The change in gender role of left-behind spouses is based on two 

different set of questions with the same responses which were posed to the respondents. In 

order to measure change in responsibilities, the question were based on what pertained 

before and after the migration of spouse. This was to find out if roles have changed based 

on the gender of the left-behind spouses. The first question was, who had the following 

responsibilities before the migration of your spouse? The responsibilities were: food 

preparation, cleaning, laundry, farm work, children’s education, house maintenance, home 

management, child care, purchasing of goods and services. The responses were: 1= myself, 

2= my spouse 3= both spouses, 4= another person. The second questions was, who had the 

following responsibilities after the migration of your spouse? The responsibilities and 

responses assigned to the first question were also assigned to the second question. 
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The listed responsibilities were made up of responsibilities that were traditionally 

considered masculine roles and feminine roles. Responsibilities such as: food preparation, 

cleaning, laundry, child care, home management were considered to be traditionally 

feminine responsibilities whilst chores such as: farm work, house maintenance were 

considered to be masculine responsibilities. Children’s education (payment of school fees) 

and purchasing of goods and services are emerging responsibilities which are neither 

traditional nor gendered. Change in gender role is measured differently for men and women. 

So there is a change in gendered role when a left-behind wife assumes a role considered to 

be masculine after the migration of her husband which hitherto was not her role and the vice 

versa. 

 

Autonomy: Autonomy was created by telling respondents to follow the following 

instruction: please indicate your level of autonomy when taking decisions on the following 

issues. The indicators for measuring decision making were: Purchase or sale of family 

property, Access to Credit, Education of children, Addressing health issues of children, 

Home management, Decision on Children’s Life and career, Involvement in societal 

activities, Involvement in political activities, Freedom to travel or visit relatives and 

Construction/renovation of a house. The responses used to measure the level of autonomy 

were; 1= Full Autonomy and decision is not communicated to spouse; 2= Full Autonomy 

and decision is communicated only to spouse; 3= Spouse is consulted occasionally; 4= 

Spouse is consulted in some cases; 5= Spouse is consulted in all cases. The responses were 

recoded into three categories and rated. 3, 4 and 5 was recoded into 0= No autonomy; 2 was 

recoded into 1=Less autonomy, 1 was recoded into 2=Full autonomy. The ten indicators of 

autonomy having in decision making were computed into a single variable called 

Autonomy. The responses were further recoded two and assigned the value 0 and 1. No 

autonomy was assigned 0 and less autonomy was assigned 1.   
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Age: Age was measured in years. Respondent’s age was further categorised into: Below 30; 

30-39 and 40 and above. 

Sex: Sex was measured based on the biological make-up of respondents. Sex of respondents 

was categorised as male and female. 

Education: This was measured as the highest educational level attained by respondents. 

Education was classified as: No formal education; Basic education; and Secondary and 

above. 

Basic education included all those who had primary, middle, junior secondary or junior high 

school level of education. Secondary education and above includes all those who had senior 

high school, post-secondary up to tertiary level of education.   

Duration of Marriage: Duration of marriage measures the number of years that respondent 

and spouse have been married. This was categorised as: less than 5 years, 5 years to 10 years 

and above ten years.  

Family System: Family system measures the structure and composition of the families of 

left-behind spouses. It is categorised as nuclear and extended. Nuclear family comprised a 

household of husband, wife (wives) and dependent children. The extended family comprised 

a household head and his wife (wives), married son (s), daughters-in-law, dependent 

children and other relatives. 

Place of Residence: Residence pattern measures the population density and level of 

development of the communities in which respondents reside. It is categorised as: urban and 

rural. This categorisation is founded on the population density and level of development of 

the four selected districts for this study. Communities within Savelugu-Nanton Municipal 

and Sagnarigu District were classified as urban areas and Tolon and Kumbungu Districts 

were classified as rural areas.  
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Type of Migration: Type of migration measures duration and rate of return migration of 

migrant spouses. This is categorised as permanent and temporary. Permanent migrants are 

migrant spouses who are permanently settled at the destination and rarely return home. 

Temporary migration includes spouses who are migrant workers and repetitively move 

between the destination area and the origin area not exceeding six months. 

Frequency of Communication with Spouse: Frequency of communication measures the 

rate at which left-behind spouses communicate with their migrant souses at their destination 

areas.  Frequency of communication with migrant spouse is categorised into more frequent 

and less frequent. More frequent communication constitutes couples who get in touch 

through various mediums of communication for at least once a week.  Less frequent 

communication constitutes absence of contact through any medium of communication for a 

week and beyond. 

Receipt of Remittance: Receipt of remittance measure whether left-behind spouses receive 

remittances from their migrant spouses or otherwise. It is categorised as: yes and no. 

Frequency of Receipt Remittance: Frequency of receipt of remittance measures the rate at 

which left-behind spouses receive remittances in their varied forms from their migrant 

spouses The frequency of receipt of remittance is categorised into: Less than a year, a year 

and above and no remittances. 

Home Visits of Spouses: Home Visits of Spouses measured in terms of whether migrant 

spouses return home to their left-behind spouses since they left home.  This is categorised 

into: Yes and No. Yes means migrant spouse has ever visited whiles No means migrant 

spouse never visited since he or she migrated from home. 

Latest Spousal Home Visit: Latest spousal home visit is measures the recent home visit of 

migrant spouses within the last 12 months prior to the start of this study. Latest Spousal 
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home visit is categorised into: First half of the year; Last half of the year; and never visits. 

First half of the year includes all spousal home visits from July, 2016 to December, 2016. 

The last half of the year comprise spousal home visits from January, 2017 to June, 2017. 

 

3.8 Socio-demographic Characteristics of Left-behind Spouses  

Table 3.2 illustrates the socio-demographic characteristics of the left-behind spouses who 

participated in this study. The table discusses age, sex, level of education attained, 

employment status ethnicity, and religion, type of family and duration of marriage 

characteristics of the left-behind spouses.  Majority of the left-behind spouses were in their 

youthful age. Over 80 percent of them were below 40 years old. With regards to sex and age 

disaggregation, there were more fameless below 40 years age category than males and there 

were also more males within the above 40 years age category compared to females. Males 

(left-behind husbands) constituted almost 60 percent of the study sample which indicates 

that more wives are migrating and leaving behind husbands as compared to the husbands 

leaving behind wives. The phenomenon of husbands leaving behind wives in the study area 

was the norm about three decades ago.  The majority (57%) of the left behind spouses had 

no formal education and the left-behind husbands formed the largest proportion (60%) of 

those with no formal education compared to left-behind wives. A larger percentage (61%) 

of those with primary education was left-behind husbands whilst left-behind husbands had 

a larger percentage (62%) among those with Middle/JSS/JHS education. However, a higher 

proportion (52%) of left-behind wives had secondary education and higher compared to the 

left-behind husbands. Overall, females (left-behind wives) fared better in educational 

attainment compared to the males (left-behind husbands) because of the intervention 

measures put in place predominantly by international and non-governmental organisations 

in the study area which promoted and encouraged female education.  
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The majority of the study respondents were Dagomba and Muslims (87% and 93% 

respectively). A common observation from the data was that marriage was contracted along 

ethnic and religious lines. About 80 percent of the study sample was married to a fellow 

Dagomba man or woman. The few cases of inter-ethnic marriages were between the 

Dagomba and a spouse from the Northern Region or the other two regions of the north. 

Thus, inter-ethnic marriages across the north and the south were not a common phenomenon 

among participants in this study. All the 93 percent of Muslim left-behind husbands and 

wives were also married to Muslims. With regards to employment status, a higher 

proportion of the left-behind spouses were self-employed and were mostly engaged in 

agricultural activities. The nuclear family system was commonly practiced among them and 

since all the respondents were married and in their youthful age, 80 percent of them were 

married for 10 years or less.   
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Table 3.1 Socio-demographic Characteristics of Left-behind Spouses 
Demographic Characteristics Frequency Percent 

Age   

18-24 50 12.5 

25-31 183 45.8 

32-38 97 24.3 

39-45 42 10.5 

46-52 20 5.0 

53-59 8 2.0 

Total 400 100.0 

Sex   

Male 235 59 

Female 165 41 

Total 400 100 

   

Level of Education Frequency Percentage 

No formal Education 

  Primary Education 

Middle/JSS/JHS Education 

Secondary + 

Total 

227 

47 

59 

67 

400 

57 

12 

14 

17 

100 

   

Ethnicity of Respondent Frequency Percentage 

Dagomba 355 89 

Other Northern Ethnic Group 35 8 

Other Ethnic Group 12 3 

Total 400 100 

   

Religion   

Islam 

Christianity  

Total 

374 

26 

400 

93 

7 

100.0 

   

Employment Status Frequency Percentage 

Formal Employees 47 12 

Self-employed 225 56 

 Other Employees 228 32 

Total 

 

400 

 

100 

 

Type of Family 

Extended Family  

Nuclear Family 

Total      

 

 

166 

234 

400 

 

 

42 

58 

100 

 

Duration of Marriage   

Less than 5 Years   

5 to 10 Years        

Above 10 Years    

Total   

 

 

164 

158 

78 

400 

 

41 

39 

20 

100 

 

Source: Fieldwork, June 2017. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GENDERED POWER RELATIONS AND HOUSEHOLD DECISION 

MAKING  

4.0 Introduction 

This chapter highlights the extent to which gendered power relations inform how left-behind 

husbands and wives’ access and use decision-making power in the family in the absence of 

their migrant spouses. This discussion is within Connell’s (1987) model of Gender and 

Power which argues that power is unevenly distributed among men and women as a result 

of how gender is socio-culturally constructed in many societies. In most patriarchal 

societies, men often have greater decision-making power over women because they are men. 

This model, however, did not take into account the propensity of spousal migration in 

changing existing constructed gendered patterns of decision-making power in families with 

migrant spouses (Kabeer, 1999; Kulczycka, 2015). This chapter therefore discusses the 

impact of spousal migration on gendered decision-making power among left behind 

husbands and wives. It also centres on how gendered power experiences of left-behind 

spouses are influenced by family type, level of education and employment status of the left-

behind spouse as well as the level of consent they gave to the migration decision.  

 

4.1 Gendered Power Relations and Pre-migration Decision Making 

Process 

The participation of family members in migration decision-making process is not a new 

phenomenon (Awumbila et al, 2017). However, the gendered disparities in the exercise of 

power on migration decision making processes among left-behind husbands and wives is 

what has not been discussed much in spousal migration discuss. Even though Pickbourn 

(2011) revealed how fathers and husbands constrain the migration of daughters and wives 
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respectively, her finding only focused on patriarchal domination in migration decision-

making of female migrants. The section discusses dynamics in the application of gendered 

power relations in the migration decision making of left-behind husbands and wives. 

Participation in the migration decision-making process in this context basically denotes that 

the left-behind spouse was informed by the migrant spouse about his or her migration 

intentions and the giving of approval or consent to migrate and contributing to the actual 

migration process.  

 

During the survey, left-behind husbands and wives were asked to indicate their level of 

participation in the migration decision-making process of their migrant spouses. The survey 

data show in Figure 4.1, that 77.6 percent of all left-behind spouses participated in the 

migration decision-making process and thus, were informed about the migration intentions 

of their spouses. The sex difference in participation in decision-making was found to be 

statistically significant at a level of one percent, given that P=0.000 from a Pearson’s chi-

square test. Statistically, this shows that there is a strong relationship between the sex of a 

left-behind spouse and likelihood of participation in migration decision-making process of 

the migrant spouse. Hence, close to 90 percent of left-behind wives reported that they were 

informed about the migration intentions of their husbands and they participated in the 

migration decision-making of their husbands, a lesser proportion (70.5%) of left-behind 

husbands reported that they were informed by their wives about their migration intentions 

and they participated in the migration decision-making process of their wives.  This 

indicates that left-behind wives are more likely to be informed about migration intention of 

their husbands than wives will inform their husbands. Thus, left-behind wives are more 

likely to participate in the migration decision-making process of husbands and support them 

in the planning and migration process than left-behind husbands will be informed about the 

migration intentions of their wives and supporting them to migrate.  
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Figure 4.1: Participation in Pre-migration Decision Making Process 

 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 

 

The data also illustrate that the general pattern in the sex differences on participation in 

migration decision-making was not different from the pattern at the family level. In the 

extended family, a higher proportion (80.8%) of left-behind wives indicated that they were 

informed by their migrant husbands about their migration intentions. However, 66.3 percent 

of left-behind husbands indicated that they were informed by their migrant wives about their 

migration intentions. In the nuclear family setting, over 90 percent of the left-behind wives 

reported that their migrant husbands informed them about their migration intentions 

compared to 73 percent of left-behind husbands who were informed by their migrant wives 

about their intention to migrate. The difference between left-behind spouses in extended and 

nuclear families and their knowledge of the migration intention of their spouses was not 

statistically significant since, a Chi-square test shows P=0.062. This means that there is no 

significant relationship between the sex of a left-behind spouse and the type of family 

system they practice when it comes to being informed about the migration intentions of their 

migrant spouses before they migrate. Thus, the type of family system being practiced by the 
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left-behind husband or wife does not determine whether a husband or wives will be informed 

about the migration intentions of the migrant spouse. This is because husbands in both 

nuclear and extended families are socialised with the same patriarchal orientation. However, 

there may be lesser stringent male dominance in nuclear households than in extended 

households due to the less interference of other family members in nuclear families (Yabiku 

et al., 2010; Ullah, 2017). This practice gives wives in nuclear household more power that 

they can influence the migration decision of their husbands than wives in extended 

households. 

 

The qualitative study reveals that the power play in migration decision-making process is 

gendered. Left-behind husbands and wives had different interpretation for participation in 

the migration of their spouses. As a left-behind husband indicated: 

 My wife left home and went down south, but I didn’t know about it until a week 

later when she called to tell me that she’s in Accra. I remember there was a time she 

said something about going to Kumasi with a friend, but I didn’t give her my 

consent. So, she knows I didn’t allow her to go. So, I’ve told her to return with the 

next bus to Tamale or she should go to her father’s house if she doesn’t come within 

the time I gave her. But she’s still there for over a year now. I don’t speak with her 

because she disobeyed me, and she’s no longer my wife 

   (Abdul-Aziz, 30 years, male, August 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

The disposition of Abdul-Aziz and other left-behind husbands clearly confirms their power 

to control the migration of their wives. For husbands, just informing them does not denote 

their participation and consent in the migration decision-making process.  However, in the 

in-depth interviews and female focus group discussion, left-behind wives also affirmed their 

subordination and powerlessness to constrain their husbands from migrating even if they 

wanted to do so. They found it customarily permissive for their husbands to migrate without 

seeking their consent or their involvement in the migration decision-making process. Adiza, 

one of the participants in the female focus group discussions stated that:  
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My husband, he only told me he was going down south and what can I say. He’s the 

man and he doesn’t need my consent to make every decision in this house. Mma! 

Do you want me to tell him that he shouldn’t go? I’m a woman, I came here to marry, 

and I don’t have the power to tell him what he should do. But I wish I had that power, 

like I will not allow him to go 

               (A female Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

In one of the in-depth interviews, Mamuna, a left-behind wife also had this to say which 

indicates how powerless wives are vis a vis husbands in influencing their husbands’ 

migration intentions: 

He told me that he’ll like to go to the south during the dry season to see if he can 

find some work so I should take good care of the children and also pray for him since 

things (living conditions) are hard here nowadays. I only said “tooh” (agreement) 

and didn’t ask where he was going. Even though I wasn’t happy about it, I 

understand he’s the man and I can’t challenge his decision.  He never mentioned it 

again until three months later when he asked me to wash his clothes for him one 

morning because he’ll be traveling the next day. I did and he left the next day. He 

called me two days later and told me he’s arrived in Kumasi so I should keep praying 

for him and take good care of the children 

(Mamuna, 25 years, female, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

The three extracts show that whist husbands have the power to prevent their wives from 

migrating, wives on the other hand do not have the power to do so. The reason for this 

occurrence emanates from the existing disparity in gendered power relations per the social 

organisation of societies (Connell, 1987) especially between husbands and wives in 

conjugal relationships. As a result, husbands are free and able to inform their wives about 

their migration intentions and even go further to solicit for their support in the preparation 

to migrate and the left-behind wives must agree because they do not have the power to object 

to the migration decisions of their husbands. However, wives are not able to freely inform 

their husbands about their migration intentions because; the husbands have the power to 

prevent them from leaving the home. So, wives who have the strong desire to migrate will 

migrate without informing their husbands until they get to their destination, where the power 

of their husbands over them is limited. This explains why a lesser proportion of left-behind 
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husbands were informed by their migrant wives about their migration intentions. Their 

action is out of awareness and fear that their husbands have the power to deny them the 

permission to migrate. This finding corroborates the findings of Pickbourn (2011). As 

postulated by Connell’s (1987) gender and power model, the disproportionate distribution 

of power and control among husbands and wives explains why husbands have the power to 

control the migration decisions of wives and wives cannot do same. 

 

 This study therefore argues within the Connell’s (1987) structure of cathexis that disparity 

in the exercise of gendered power relations exist between husbands and wives because they 

both desire to meet the masculine and famine expectations of their patriarchal society. 

Pickbourn’s (2011) study in Savelugu-Nanton Municipality of Northern Region explained 

that husbands’ opposition to the migration of their wives was common in the area. She found 

that husbands’ strong objection to the migration of their wives was inherent in the desire of 

husbands to maintain their masculine status as expected of them in their society. Society 

expects husbands to maintain their masculine identity by ensuring that they provide 

adequately for the family and wives assume their feminine status of subservience, control 

the sexuality of wives since migration may expose the wives to extra sexual behaviours. 

However, these masculine interests are often shrouded in the disguise of maintaining the 

interests of the whole family, which Naila Kabeer termed as “officialising strategies‟ 

(Kabeer, 2000 cited in Pickbourn, 20111). Wives, on the other hand, are trying to meet the 

culturally normative sexual behaviour and expectations of subservience to their husbands 

and adhering to their gendered assigned power and roles. These tendencies clearly 

manifested amidst few contentions in the in-depth interviews and female focus group 

discussions. Wives generally also accepted their roles as the domestic directors of the 

household and unanimously agreed that whilst it is the duty of the husbands to go out and 

work, their traditional role was to remain home. Working outside the home as a wife is just 
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to support the husband, and the latter has the power to decide where the wife can work. 

Adjara, further elaborated that: 

In our custom as Dagomba, farm work is for my husband and the house work is for 

me. But when I go to the farm, I’m only helping my husband. But my husband must 

first tell me to support him before I support him. Now that the farm work is not good, 

he has to go down south and work to bring food whilst I remain home and take care 

of things, it’s the same work that he must do. Now, if I also say I want to go to down 

south to work and he says no, it’s because, it’s not my responsibility to do that. I 

don’t ask him for permission to do my house chores because it’s my work as a wife 

but going down south to work isn’t my work, so he can tell me not to go and I’ve to 

accept it 

   (A Female Focus Group Discussant, August 2017, Kumbungu). 

 

Even though our finding confirms Pickbourn’s (2011) findings that husbands try to prevent 

wives from migrating because they have to stay home and attend to their domestic 

responsibilities, the extract from Adjara shows that wives who have willingly subjected 

themselves under the structure of gendered division of roles will not exercise the agency to 

migrate in defiance of the orders of their husbands. This is because they have been fully 

socialised to accept their status as wives whilst the husbands also exercise their authority as 

the heads of the household. This therefore clearly demonstrates that gendered socialisation 

of roles and the acceptance of this socio-culturally gendered roles and responsibilities 

explain why wives are more likely to participate and support the migration decision of 

husbands compared to husbands doing same. Because wives are socially assigned to 

perform domestic and care roles and their work is limited to the home. Husbands on the 

other hand are assigned productive roles hence have to work outside the home which include 

moving outside the home community to work (Boateng et al., 2006; Nabila, 2001) which 

may include migration in order to provide for the financial and other subsistence needs of 

the family.  

 

A domestic and care vacuum is created when women move out of the home to work. 

Patriarchal authority therefore allows men to migrate but denies women such right to 
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migrate. Wives are subsequently enjoined to abide by this social organisation to support 

their husbands to migrate and they also have the obligation to stay at home and maintain the 

home (Hondagneu-Sote, 1992).  

 

The previous discussion on the survey data showed that there was no significant difference 

between the type of family of a left-behind spouse and possibility of being informed about 

the migration intentions of their spouses. The difference in the percentages and the 

interviews with some of the left-behind spouse however called for the need to do further 

and deeper interrogation. A higher proportion of left-behind wives in the nuclear families 

were informed by their migrant husbands about their migration intentions and also sought 

the consent of the wives compared to the left-behind wives living in the extended families. 

Left-behind wives in the nuclear families have more autonomy and freedom compared to 

wives left behind in extended families. Also left-behind wives in nuclear families are able 

to express their autonomy more than the left-behind wives in the extended families because 

of the absence or less interference of other family members in the affairs of the nuclear 

family (Yabiku et al., 2010; & Ullah, 2017). The in-depth interviews also found that there 

was higher consultation and mutual agreement among couples in the nuclear families than 

among couples in the extended families because of the closed structure of the nuclear family 

system. Husbands in nuclear families tend to exercise their masculine and patriarchal power 

with some level of restraint by involving wives in the process. However, husbands in the 

extended families are compelled to exhibit their maleness even if they do not want to do so. 

Abdul-Aziz intimated that it is even not accepted for a husband to have close discussions 

with the wife. He revealed that: 

I remember when I was a bit younger, one of my senior brothers got married and 

one afternoon, he was in the room with the wife conversing and laughing loudly for 

a long time. My father went into the compound, called him out of the room and gave 

him some heavy slaps. This was because; he was getting too close with the wife and 
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could reveal family secrets to the wife. Wives are not part of the family, they only 

came to marry, so they’re not supposed to be involved in important family matters 

 

(Abdul-Aziz, 30 years, male, August 2017, Sagnarigu). 

Adherence to patriarchal orientations is stronger in extended families than they are in 

nuclear families. As Hawa, a left-behind wife in a nuclear family noted: 

The migration of my husband was something that we all thought about. He informed 

me and asked if it was a good idea. Looking at our condition of living at that time, I 

thought it was a good idea and I also gave some suggestion which he agreed, so we 

all planned it together, I even have to get him some money to go. So, I’ll say I was 

part of the process and I was not left out because I’m a woman 

(Hawa, 28 years, female, August, 2017, Saganrigu). 

 

Some left-behind husbands living in nuclear families also reported that they were also fully 

involved in the migration decision-making process of their wives. According to Musah: 

My wife wanted to go down south and work, but she postponed it because our baby 

was very small. After one and a half years, she told me I should stay home and care 

for the child and she will go and work and I didn’t have any problem with that. I 

work and bring money to my family so my wife can also go out and work and support 

the home, we’re all supporting each other. I was migrating to the south to work 

whilst she remained at home. But now the work I do in the south doesn’t earn much 

and I got to know that the women are rather getting more money. So, I planned with 

her that I w’lll stay home so that she w’ll now go to the south and work. We’re all 

taking care of the same children and the same needs 

(Musah, 27 years, Male August 2017, Savelugu).  

 

Unlike the case of Hawa and Musah, Mamuna who is a left-behind wife in an extended 

family and was not actively involved in the migration decision-making process of her 

husband recounted that: 

He told me that he w’ll like to go to the south during the dry season to see if he can 

find some work. So I should take good care of the children and also pray for him 

since things (living conditions) are hard here nowadays. I only said “tooh” 

(agreement) and didn’t ask where he was going. Even though I wasn’t happy about 

it I know he’s the man and I can’t challenge his decision.  He never mentioned it 

again until three months later when he asked me to wash his clothes for him one 

morning because he w’ll be traveling the next day. I did and he left the next day. He 

called me two days later and told me he has arrived in Kumasi so I should keep 

praying for him and take good care of the children 

(Mamuna, 25 years, female, August, 2017, Tolon). 
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Abdul-Aziz, a left-behind husband in an extended family also indicated how his wife 

actually left the house for Southern Ghana without his knowledge and that of his parents. 

He stated that: 

I’m her husband, but I’m not the head of the family. My father is there and even 

when I want to do something like that I’ve to inform my father. So, I don’t have the 

power to decide whether she should migrate or not. She has work in the family given 

to her by my mother so they can decide if she can travel or not. But she travelled 

without telling them and they (his parents) have assumed that I panned it with her, 

but the truth is that I’m not part of her plan to migrate. Why should she travel when 

she’s supposed to care for the children and the home? I can’t do that because that’s 

not my work and when she leaves who will take care of that work? I don’t have a 

problem with my wife traveling, but now look at the house. I’ve to call either a sister 

or a brother’s wife or even my mother to do the work that my wife is supposed to do 

for me, is it nice? 

 (Abdul-Aziz, 30 years, male August 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

This shows how the structure of the family system can influence how gendered power is 

played among couples. The structure of a family in which couples find themselves may 

serve as either constraint or enabling factor for spouses to get involved in the migration 

decision making of their spouse and how the gendered power is played. 

 

A lesser proportion of left-behind husbands in extended families participated in the 

migration decision making process of their wives because in most of the extended families, 

younger men (husbands) are also subjected to the authority of other men who were their 

fathers and the head of the household. The final authority to grant permission to migrate 

rests on the supreme head of the family. This is because in patriarchal societies men who 

wield authority do not exercise their authority over only women but other men as well 

(Wyrod, 2008). This is what Connell (1995) explained using the concepts of hegemonic 

masculinity and the subordinate masculinity. In the context of the power structure of the 

extended family, two masculine powers exist; the father who is the hegemon controls the 

affairs of the family including the son who is the subordinate and his wife. So, the son does 

not have the ultimate power to permit the wife to migrate.  On the other hand, in the nuclear 
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family there is one masculine authority that can easily compromise on his power to create 

an egalitarian relationship where each spouse equally makes inputs in the decision-making 

process without the husband commandeering over the wife. Besides adherence to patriarchal 

orientations by husbands, the subjugation of wives is stricter in extended families than they 

are in nuclear families and this explains why wives in nuclear families have more power 

than wives in extended family households. 

 

4.2 Emasculation of Left-behind Husbands and Migration Decision 

Making Process  

Even though normatively, husbands have the power to approve of the migration decision of 

wives before they can migrate, it is not all wives who conform to this old narrative of being 

limited by either the power wielded by their husbands or their gendered assigned roles 

neither is it that all women are able to migrate because of their gendered assigned roles. 

Society has evolved and transformed over the years and wives’ migration is less constrained 

by socio-cultural structures such as gendered power relations and gendered roles. Even 

though previous studies in parts of Africa claim that marriage is a constraint to the migration 

of married women because of their domestic and nurturing roles (see Adepoju, (1984), 

Guilmoto (1998) and Brockerhoff & Eu, (1993). Pickbourn, (2011) found that in the 

Northern Region, wives are rather more motivated to migrate because of the challenges 

associated with effectively performing their gendered roles and the inability of husbands to 

efficaciously carry out their masculine responsibilities. Although husbands have the power 

to control the migration of their wives, their inability to provide for the needed resources in 

the home that will enables their wives to effectively perform their domestic chores and 

provision of household care compels wives to migrate and work in order to earn income to 

meet those needs.  
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Recent transformations in the informal labour markets have also created a more flexible 

working environment for married women who are seeking jobs. This phenomenon has 

enabled migrant women from the north to commercialise some feminine work such as home 

keeping, child care, cooking and carrying of load. Even though these domestic chores are 

not valued and rewarded when performed by wives in the home, they are valued and 

rewarded when they are performed outside and at the destination areas. Wives therefore take 

advantage of this phenomenon and its informal nature to easily enter and exit the labour 

market after earning a “purposeful” income. The men confirmed their emasculation during 

the focus group discussion. According to the male focus group: 

In our tradition, it’s the responsibility of every man to provide for the needs of your 

wife(s) and children, but now things are hard, so conditions have also changed. We 

are farmers but now that farming isn’t bringing us the income as it was in the past, 

we’re not able to provide for the needs of the women very well. So, the women use 

migration as a way of supplementing for the needs that we can’t provide. Even 

though we’re not happy about the migration of our wives, we can’t prevent them 

from going to the south because we’re now weak, our mouths and our pockets are 

not strong enough and since we can’t take care of them very well as we should as 

husbands, they migrate and some of them don’t even inform us. But a Dagomba man 

isn’t supposed to be weak, we’re fighting it 

                                 (A male Focus Group Discussant August, 2017, Kumbungu). 

The words of Adama, indicate that it is the economic power of husbands that sustains 

masculinity and not the fact that one is a husband or man. Although masculinity symbolises 

men’s ability to provide adequately for their families the major role expected of a man is to 

be a breadwinner (Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013). In the views of Connell (2000), however, 

masculinity is not innate, but a social position ascribed to men, it is fluid and husbands can 

lose such positions and the power associated with it. This disposition is therefore threatened 

when men are not able to carry out this function as expected (Hoang &Yeoh, 2011). In the 

in-depth interviews, a section of the left-behind husbands acknowledged that the lack of 

economic power has culminated in the weakening of their masculine power and the control 

they used to have on their wives which was the case in the past. Abdullah stated that: 
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How can you stop her from going to down south (Southern Ghana) when you can’t 

do what you are expected to do for her as a husband? When she asked for money to 

buy clothes and you can’t provide? In the days of your fathers, they could give them 

the things they needed so they were able to stop our mothers from migration. Now 

going to down south is something that most of the women here want to experience 

and since you cannot provide for her needs, she uses that as a way of working to buy 

those things you cannot provide 

                                                            (Abdullah, 29 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

According to Schippers (2007) even though men may embody masculinity, they can be 

limited in its practices. This clearly encapsulates the views expressed by Abdullah. In the 

past, husbands were in a better position to exercise their masculine power in influencing the 

migration decision of wives because they had the economic wherewithal. But, as Pickbourn 

(2011) noted, the dwindling effect of agriculture coupled with other macro factors such as 

the consequence of the implementation of Structural Adjustment Programme in the 1980s 

adversely affected the livelihoods and wealth of both husbands and wives. Husbands 

became economically handicapped. The economic status of wives was also affected. The 

extra income that wives generated from supporting their husbands on their farms were no 

more. As a result, even though husbands are socio-culturally endowed with the power to 

limit the migration of their wives, their current economic status emasculates them from 

executing this masculine role. Notwithstanding existing imbalances in gendered power 

relations among couples, this study argues that the subservience of a wife relative to a 

husband depends on who has material power and influences and not just on the status of 

being a man or women.     

 

The study also found a change in the way masculine power was exercised which was 

contrary to how it was discussed above. This cohort of left-behind husbands behaved outside 

the convention where the husbands saw their wives as being vulnerable. Some of the 

husbands admitted getting fully involved in the migration of their wives. Such left-behind 

husbands disclosed in the in-depth interviews that they did not only approve of the migration 
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of their wives but were involved in deciding on the destination of their wives using their 

social networks because of their personal migration experience. Some of the husbands even 

initiated the migration discussion and convinced their wives to migrate. As a result, they 

found nothing wrong with a wife helping the husband to take care of the family. One of such 

husbands said:  

I work and bring money to my family so my wife can also go out and work and 

support the home, we’re all supporting each other. I was migrating to the south to 

work whilst she remained home. But now the work I do in the south does not earn 

much, but I got to know that the women are rather getting more money. So, I planned 

with her that I will stay home so that she will now go to the south and work. We’re 

all taking care of the same children and the same needs 

(Musah, 27 years, male, August 2017, Savelugu).  

 

This extract demonstrates the breakdown of the conventional notion of masculinity 

representing a breadwinner. A section of the left-behind husbands moved away from 

exercising their power of control over the migration of spouses to focusing on the expected 

mutual benefits of migration thereby defying the prevailing convention. Connell (1987) 

noted that the structures of constraints embedded in the normative beliefs of how human 

social behaviour should be exhibited are modified by human practices. Bicchieri & Mercier, 

(2014) collaborated this by adding that conventional beliefs and practices are more 

predisposed to change when people realise that they no longer satisfy their new values and 

the changing trends in their society. This section of left-behind husbands have come to terms 

with changes in the demands of the informal labour market at the destination which requires 

more female than male labour to make up for the dwindling income as a result of failure of 

agricultural production at the destination. This study therefore argues that changes in power 

relations may occur when conventions in the form of normative beliefs and practices in 

society break down. 
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Left-behind husbands and left-behind wives reacted differently to their non-participation in 

the migration making process of their migrant spouses. Husbands tend to find themselves 

in emotionally precarious conditions when wives do not recognise their maleness. A section 

of the left-behind husbands felt emasculated because their wives migrated without their 

consent. Left-behind wives, on the other hand, expressed no feeling of weakness, inferiority 

or not being regarded because their husbands migrated without informing them. However, 

the pride and ego of husbands were bruised because their wives migrated without informing 

them. They felt disrespected when their wives defied their orders and migrated. Unlike the 

left-behind husbands, left-behind wives did not feel less of a woman because as Connell 

(2000) noted femininity in society is constructed in the context of the overall subordination 

of women to men. Connell went further to explain femininity as compliance with 

subordination and accommodation of the interests and desires of men. Married women 

consequently have no contentions but accept the migration decisions of their husbands', stay 

faithful, and care for the children and the daily operation of the domestic sphere 

(Hondagneu-Sote, 1992). A left-behind wife noted in the in-depth interviews that:  

I don’t have a problem with that at all. He’s the man of the house and I don’t have 

the right to tell him what she should do. But I know whatever decision he makes is 

for the good of all of us in the house. Whether I’m part of his plan to migrate or not, 

what I know is that he did not travel because he just feels like traveling, he went 

there to work just like he works on the farm here to take care of us and I stayed home 

because, my work is here in this house. No one will make any bad comment about 

me because my husband has travelled, in fact people even say good things because 

they think my family has a lot of money since my husband is down south 

(Mamuna, 25 years, female, August, 2017, Tolon).  

Left-behind wives like Mamuna, are conforming to the expectations of society based on 

their femininity. These wives left at home have few problems in the society, however, the 

left-behind husbands have challenges because they are not able to meet the expectations of 

society and their masculinity is challenged by society. During the male focus group 

discussion, Gariba expressed how men feel about the migration of their wives and its 

impacts on masculinity and the social standing of men in their community. 
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I’m the man and she is the woman who lives in my house. I’m the head of the family 

supposed to provide for the family and not the woman, if she’s the one traveling and 

sending money to care for the family, it’ll make me a “douchogfu” (less of a man). 

It is a shame for a typical Dagomba man to depend on a woman for survival, not 

even your own mother. A Dagomba man cannot depend on a woman to run his 

family, maybe you Akans do that but we don’t because a woman cannot be trusted. 

We cannot be disgraced by our wives 

              (A male Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

For some left-behind husbands, notwithstanding the potential benefits that the migration of 

wives will bring to the family, the fact that your wife migrates is a sign of weakness and 

emasculation.  A typical scenario is the experience shared by Mumuni: 

I didn’t want her to go to the south because I think I’m in the position to take care 

of her. I’m almost done with buying all the things we will need for the Amariya 

(Islamic wedding), but I went to work one morning and when I returned, she had left 

for Tamale and continued to Kumasi. I did not give her the permission to go but she 

went. Now I’m the laughing stock among my friends, family and colleagues in this 

community because I don’t have control over my wife. This is making feel less of a 

man. Now I cannot talk when they talk so I try to avoid them so that I will not be 

insulted as a dochogfu. I know I am not but I cannot defend myself because they 

have their wives living with them because they’ve prevented them from going to the 

south, but I couldn’t do that because I’m not a man. 

Mumuni, 25 Years, male, August 2017, Tolon). 

 

In the Dagbon culture and in many other cultures in Ghana, masculinity is expressed by 

being able to have control over your women (wives) and other family members under one’s 

control. Men feel and are considered less of a man if they are not able to control the decisions 

of their wives and this view is encapsulated in the word dochogfu. To emphasise this better, 

a participant in the focus group discussion stated that “a husband of a rebellious wife is not 

a true Dagomba man” (Bawa, 34 years Tolon). This statement categorises men (husbands) 

into two groups, the real men relating to hegemonic masculinity and the dochogfu or the 

half man relating to subordinate masculinity.  This emphasises that a man is defined by his 

ability or inability to express masculinity and patriarchal status in society.  However, the 

ability or inability of husbands to express his masculine and patriarchal dominance depends 
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on the conformity or non-conformity of wives to their gendered orientation. This study 

argues that masculinity and patriarchy are socio-cultural practices (Connell, 1995) that are 

exhibited by men because women have accepted their subordinate position. Masculinity and 

patriarchy may be rendered ineffective when women become uncomfortable with their 

subservient status relative to men and begin to challenge this status by seeking recognition 

to make autonomous decision to migrate. Nonetheless, men may accept the loss of their 

masculine power and support their wives in migration or deny having lost because of the 

negative labelling that society attaches to men who are not able to dominate over women. 

 

The residence of a wife also determines gendered power play in the migration decision 

making process and the level at which husbands can be emasculated in influencing the 

migration intentions of their wives. The qualitative interviews further showed that husbands 

in the rural areas whose wives just began with child bearing did not have control of the 

migration of their wives and attributed it to a cultural practice called Dougkana (give birth 

and come home).  This practice happens when a wife who delivers in her husband’s home 

relocates temporarily back to her family of orientation just after the delivery. According to 

Dagbon tradition and custom, upon the delivery of the first and second child, a wife is 

supposed to move out of her husband’s home to live in her parents’ home and only return 

after the child is weaned. This practice is supposed to continue until after the birth of the 

third child, and then the wife can return to her matrimonial home permanently. That is when 

she becomes a “cooking wife” and assumes more responsibilities in her matrimonial home 

(see Pickbourn, 2011) and may not have the luxury of migrating. Until then, a Dougkana 

could be out of the husband’s home for up to two years or more. Husbands are not able to 

control the activities of their wives especially in the case where the wife comes from a 

community that is miles away from the husband’s home. As a result, wives who have the 

intention to migrate but knew that their husbands will not support their migration intentions 
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use the period of Dougkana as an opportunity to migrate with or without the consent of the 

husband. Even though, the findings of Pickbourn (2011) showed that parents, especially 

fathers, vehemently discourage their unmarried daughters from migrating to the south, the 

female focus group discussion revealed that most Dougkana migrate with the approval of 

their parents than their husbands. According to Abiba: 

When a Dogkuna is in the home of her parents, they take care of her and they are 

supposed to prepare her to assume her cooking responsibilities in the husband’s 

home when she returns. In the past, the mother was supposed to buy her cooking 

utensils and all that a wife will need in the home and the father will provide her with 

food stuffs. Nowadays, we can’t do that so they migrate to the south so that they can 

get money and buy these things. The mothers help by taking care of the children 

whilst they go. The parents find it difficult to stop them because they know they 

can’t give them what they need 

                                                   (A female Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

This residential arrangement limits the ability of left-behind husbands to get involved in the 

migration decision making process of their wives. Four of the husbands whose wives 

migrated from their natal homes were selected for the interview and among these four 

husbands, only one of them indicated that his wife sought his approval before migrating. 

The other three left-behind husbands indicated that they only heard about their wives’ 

migration after the wives had migrated. These husbands were very emphatic that they would 

have prevented their wives from migrating if they were living together. One of such left-

behind indicated that: 

I only went to the house one day and I was told that my wife has gone to Accra, I 

was very angry and felt very useless as a husband, but I couldn’t say anything 

because of the respect I have for the parents. I’ve informed her that if she doesn’t 

come in the next three months, I’ll marry another wife. I think she was able to travel 

without my approval because she was in her father’s home. This can’t happen in my 

house because I’ll not allow it 

 (Mustapha, 25 years, male August, 2017, Kumbungu,). 

  

This demonstrates the extent to which the very socio-cultural beliefs and practices which 

empower men to dominate over women can also put men in a position where they are limited 

in exercising the very power that society has bestowed on them. Even though the practice 
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of Dougkana was more common in Tolon and Kumbungu, which were more rural, it was 

less prevalent in Savelugu and Sagnarigu which were more urban. This demonstrates how 

socio-cultural practices and social organisation of Dagbon society have the propensity to 

limit the control that husbands have on wives and also enable wives to make migration 

decisions devoid of the influence of husbands.  

 

4.3 Migration Decision Making Process by some Socio-economic 

Characteristics  

Education and employment status have the disposition to enhance the decision-making 

power of wives in their families.  An educated and income earning wife in a conjugal 

household is more likely to be empowered and contributes fully to decision making in the 

family because she is out of her subordinated position in relation to her husband (Muzamil 

& Shubeena 2008; Sultana, 2011) compared to an uneducated and dependent wives. This 

study, however, is largely at variance with the suggestion that education and employment 

status of wives augment their status and power in the family hence, they will be consulted 

by husbands and make inputs into decision making process in the family. The survey data 

show that the level of education and employment status of both left-behind wives and 

husbands had no influence on their level of participation in the migration decision making 

process of their spouses. A chi square statistical test conducted to test the existence of 

relationship between sex, level of education and migration decision making process was not 

significant. The same test on sex and employment status of left-behind spouses also was not 

significant. The qualitative study further confirms this outcome that the level of education 

and employment status has no effect on gendered power relations and decision-making 

powers in left-behind spouses’ households. The pattern of male dominance and female 

subservience persisted. Both educated and uneducated husbands still retained the dominance 
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over the migration and household decision making processes. Thus, educated and employed 

left-behind wives are also subjected to the decisions of their husbands just like their educated 

and unemployed counterparts.  

   

Most of the left-behind wives in the in-depth interviews pointed out that notwithstanding 

their level of education and employment status, they see their husbands as their heads and 

figure of authority. They therefore see nothing wrong when their husbands decide on what 

they should do. Hajia Sala is one of the left-behind wives who believe that her husband has 

the right to make important family decisions without necessarily consulting her. She said: 

This thing is cultural, you won’t understand but that’s how we are trained in the 

Dagomba culture. Your husband is like your father when you get married. So, there’s 

no harm if you do what he wants. I don’t have any intention to migrate even though 

I travel to Accra and Kumasi most of the time because of the work I do. But if I want 

to go and stay in Accra and my husband says no, I have to obey and stay home. He’s 

the head of the family and takes decisions for us all. Don’t look at my level of 

education and what I do now. I’m still a Dagomba woman… 

(Hajia Sala, 43 years, female, August, 2017. Sagnarigu). 

 

Hajia Sala, is educated up to the tertiary level, self-employed with employees and doing 

well in her business, however said, she played no significant role in the migration making 

process of her husband who relocated to Sunyani due to working conditions and felt it was 

the right of her husband to choose his actions. According to her: 

 I was only informed one Monday evening. It was after work. He told me that he has 

been transferred to Sunyani branch of his organisation, so he has one month to report 

to his new office, but he does not want to disrupt my business, so I should stay here 

with the children. Everything was normal and then he packed and left. He has been 

away for two years now and comes home on weekends every fortnight and 

sometimes monthly  

(Hajia Sala, 43 years, female, August, 2017. Sagnarigu). 

 

Hajia Sala saw nothing untoward about the migration decision making process of her 

husband even though the husbands took the decision and concluded on where the family 
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should reside without seeking   her opinion.  These thoughts on gendered power relations 

were commonly shared by a couple of other left-behind wives that I interacted with 

informally in the study area who had similar social status. They were of the view that 

husbands are the head of the family hence, every decision they take is in the best interest of 

the family. This emphasises the fact that patriarchy and the associated masculine practices 

are sustained more by wives’ accepting their position as subordinate to men and conforming 

to the masculine control. In this case, wives have accepted the domination by their husbands 

as their way of abiding by their cultural norms and beliefs. Notwithstanding, they do not 

consider this pattern of gendered relation as the ideal. The case of Kande acknowledges this: 

“In our part of the world, women don’t decide for men unless your opinion is 

solicited in a matter. It’s very common here, but I can’t say that there’re no 

exceptions because in my case, my husband seeks my opinion before we make any 

decision. Before he migrated, he wanted to migrate three years ago, but I suggested 

to him not to go because I’ve just given birth, and he waited for a year before we all 

agreed that it was the right time to go. He went for further studies. He’s a Dagomba 

man alright, but I think he’s different: a modern man. I can’t also say that he’s 

different because of his education. There are few Dagomba men like him. But I’ll 

not be able to challenge him if he decides not to listen to me or involve me in his 

decisions because he’s my husband” 

(Kande, 26 years, female, August, 2017 Savelugu). 

 

 This further illustrates the fact that the level of education, employment status and income 

levels rarely influence the embedded social norms and practices in the northern region.  

 

4.4 Household Decision Maker before and after Migration by Sex and 

Family Type 

Connell (1987) argues that gender structures such as labour and power influence how gender 

relations are organised in different spaces such as work, home, and community. In the same 

vein, studies have also acknowledged the acceptable and entrenched gendered classified 

spheres where men and women are socio-culturally allowed to dominate and operate in 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

110 

 

many societies. Whilst men operate in the public sphere, women are supposed to operate in 

the domestic sphere. (Adams & Coltrane, 2005; Taga, 2005). Consequently, it is 

normatively expected in patriarchal societies that men will continue to dominate in decisions 

regarding breadwinning roles whilst decisions on caregiving and nurturance roles will be 

dominated by women (Parrenas 2005; Piper and Roces 2003). However, since studies have 

revealed that the migration of a spouse changes family structure and persons who make 

major decisions in the family. This section of the study therefore looks at how the migration 

of a husband or wife could influence the status of the left-behind spouse as the major 

decision maker in the family. 

 

The survey requested respondents to state what they consider to be the importance 

household decisions that are made in their various households and person who has the 

autonomy to make these decisions. The importance decision-making process was 

categorised into the period before and after their spouses migrated. The five most recurring 

responses were recoded and analysed. As illustrated in Table 4.1, Left-behind husbands in 

both extended and nuclear families conservatively dominated as the makers of important 

family decisions before the migration of their wives and still maintained this status after the 

migration of their wives.  Whilst the proportion of left-behind wives in extended families 

who were making important decisions for their families reduced by 2 percentage points after 

their husbands migrated, the proportion of left-behind husbands in extended families who 

are the makers of important family decision increased by 1.2 percentage points after their 

wives migrated. Thus, in the extended households, the proportion of left-behind husbands 

increased when their wives left but that of left-behind wives reduced when their husbands 

migrate. Just 9 percent of left-behind husbands indicated that their wives were making 

important family decisions before their migration and this proportion increased marginally 

after migration. However, 39.6 percent of left-behind wives in the extended families 
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indicated that their husbands were making the important family decisions before migration 

and this proportion reduced to 10.9 percent after the husbands migrated. Left-behind wives 

in extended families indicated that the proportion of fathers-in-law who made important 

decision increased from 13.8 percent to 46.2 percent after their husbands migrated.  

 

Table 4.1: Important Household Decisions Maker before and after Migration 

 

Family 

System 

 

The Important 

Decision Maker 

Left-behind Husbands Left-behind Wives 

Before 

Migration (%) 

 After 

Migration (%) 

Before 

Migration (%) 

After 

Migration (%) 

 

 

 

 

Extended 

Family 

Myself 62.6 63.4 18.1 16.1 

My Spouse 9.2 9.8 39.6 10.9 

Both of us 5.8 5.3 2.3 3.6 

My father 19.4 20.4 17.4 6.4 

My mother 3.0 1.1 2.5 0.0 

Spouse's father 0.0 0.0 13.8 46.2 

Spouse's mother 0.0 0.0 5.2 7.7 

Other 0.0 0.0 1.1 9.0 

 Total 100 (89) 100 (89) 100 (77) 100 (77) 

 

 

 

 

Nuclear 

Family 

Myself 43.5 45.5 20.9 48.3 

My spouse 29.6 18.7 42.4 28.5 

Both of us 15.2 20.6 11.8 12.2 

My father 8.8 12.4 6.8 0.0 

My mother 0.0 0.6 1.1 1.1 

Spouse's father 0.0 0.0 8.1 3.9 

Spouse's mother 1.6 1.2 6.9 4.4 

Other 1.3 1.0 2.0 1.6 

 Total 100 (145) 100 (145) 100 (86) 100 (86) 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017) 

 

This means that the migrant husbands relinquished their decision-making power to their 

fathers and not their wives. Mothers-in-law of the left-behind wives on the other hand also 

gained some decision-making power after the migration of their sons. The left-behind wives 

living with extended families who experienced a reduction in their decision-making power 

explained that some of their decision-making powers were taken over by their mothers-in-
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law after their husbands migrated. Left-behind wives who used to make decisions about the 

evening meal lost that power to their mothers-in-law. One of such wives stated that: 

My husband’s mother told me that I can’t decide what everyone in the family will 

eat again because my husband isn’t part of those who will eat. But I used to take 

decisions on the food we eat because my husband is the eldest child and I’m his first 

wife. My mother-in-law never had problem with that but now that my husband has 

travelled, she says I should always ask for her approval before I prepare any food 

for the family 

(Mariam, 27 years, female, August, 2017, Kumbungu). 

 

This explains why some mothers in extended families gained more important decision-

making powers after their sons migrated and left their wives behind. The focus group 

discussion revealed that mothers-in-law often take over the decisions on domestic chores 

when husbands migrate. So, left-behind wives sometimes cede some decisions on domestic 

responsibilities such as cooking and home keeping to the mothers of their husbands after 

the migration. In expressing her displeasure, Mariam added that “they will not do the work 

themselves, but they want to tell you how to do it. When you are not even in the house, she 

won’t cook. She will wait for you to come and she will tell you cook this food” (Mariam, 

27 years, female August, 2017, Kumbungu). Sabur and Mahmud (2008) found that in the 

extended family setting, most of the mothers-in-law in the household gained autonomy over 

the younger wives. Younger wives are considered as passive members of the family who 

play little or no role in the decision making at the household level. The older left-behind 

wives in the focus group discussions and the in-depth interviews however, had different 

experiences from the younger wives. They still maintained their power to make important 

decisions in the family. Rukaya, who is 47 years old, stated that: 

I’m making the decisions in my home; my husband’s mother is there but she’s old. 

What she does best is talking a lot and by father-in-law also died two years ago. So, 

I take all the decisions in the house. I used to contact for permission when I was 

younger. But now, I only contact my husband sometimes when I am making decision 

to work on his farm and when we need to work on the house. May be when the 

decision is on some cultural or traditional matters, then I will tell my husbands to 

inform his brothers 

(Rukaya, 47 years, female, August, 2017. Tolon) 
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The age of the left-behind wife and family composition therefore determines how left-

behind spouses maintain or lose their decision-making powers in the family. Older left-

behind wives in extended families like Rukaya gain power to make decisions in the family 

because they are old enough and their mothers-in-law are also too old to control their actions 

in the family. In affirming this finding, Ikuomola (2015) found in her study of left-behind 

wives in Edo State in Nigeria that age is a very important variable in the relative autonomy 

that some left-behind wives living with extended family members enjoy making 

autonomous decisions and living arrangement. 

 

In the nuclear families, however, whilst the proportion of left-behind husbands who 

indicated that they are the makers of important family decisions increased marginally from 

43.5 percent before the migration of their wives to 45.5 percent, left-behind wives in nuclear 

families who indicated that they were the important decision makers increased from 20.9 

percent before their husbands migrated to 48.3 percent after the migration of their husbands. 

The survey data show in Table 4.1 that as there is an increase in the proportion of left-behind 

wives in the nuclear families who became the important decision makers in their families 

after the migration of their husbands that of left-behind wives in extended families rather 

reduced, an indication of loss of decision-making power. Thus, whilst left-behind husbands 

in both extended and nuclear families generally maintained their important decision-making 

powers after the migration of their wives, left-behind wives lost their decision-making 

powers after their husbands left home except those in nuclear families. Left-behind wives 

in extended families are more disempowered than left-behind wives in nuclear families.  

 

Left-behind husbands maintained their status as the important decision makers in the family 

after the migration of their wives because, the in-depth interviews disclosed that most of the 

left-behind husbands took over decisions on childcare and education of children without 
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consulting the migrant wives. Decisions on children were prior to the migration of their 

wives, made either jointly or by the wife alone. A few of the left-behind husbands in nuclear 

families however consulted their wives from time to time whilst others took decisions 

concerning children with their mothers-in-law because the children were leaving the 

mothers-in-laws. 

 

The female focus group discussion revealed that fathers-in-law became more involved in 

the education and welfare of children and also monitoring left-behind wives’ involvement 

in social activities and visits to their kin and other associations.  One of such wives revealed 

that: 

Now, I seek permission directly from my husbands’ father since my husband isn’t 

around. If I want to go to a place outside this community, I’ve to tell him but when 

my husband was around, I was only informing my husband and he’ll tell his father. 

Also, when the children are sick, I have to see my husband’s father for him to decide 

whether we treat it at home, buy medicine or go to the hospital. He also decides 

whether the children will go to school or not. He wasn’t doing all these for me when 

my husband was around 

 (Ayisha, 28 years, female, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

The subjection of women to masculine and patriarchal dominance does not end even with 

the absence of their husbands especially in extended families. Left-behind wives in extended 

families are subjected to the direct control of their fathers-in-law which restrain them from 

gaining the power to make independent decisions just as the husbands do when their wives 

migrate. This constraint is because, society has constructed marriage to be such that it is the 

woman who moves into the husbands’ home. In the case of the extended family where the 

husband lives with his kin, the wives are not only subjected to the authority of the husband 

but that of other male relations of the husband as well. However, left-behind wives in 

nuclear families took up more decision-making powers after migration of husbands than 

left-behind wives in extended families because there is less involvement of parents in the 
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decision-making process among spouses in nuclear families because the couples live in a 

space without other family members of the husband.  

 

The debate as to whether the migration of a spouse empowers or disempowers the wives 

who remains at home is complex. Whilst studies argue that migration of husbands 

disempower wives in terms of decision-making powers (Cortes, 2008; Démurger, 2015), 

other studies indicate that left-behind wives get empowered when migrant husbands send 

remittances (see Maharjan et al., 2012). However, these studies focus on the economic 

autonomy that the women gain and not in the context of the autonomy to make decisions in 

the family as indicated by Sarker, & Islam, (2014). The findings of this study confirm 

previous studies that left-behind wives in extended families are less empowered when their 

husbands migrate compared to those in nuclear families (Sabur & Mahmud, 2008; Yabiku 

et al. 2010; Ullah, 2017) notwithstanding that this study also found few cases where left-

behind spouses in nuclear families were less empowered than those in the extended families. 

This study therefore argues that on the whole, migration of husbands may empower wives 

to take over decision making responsibilities; however, the structure of the family in which 

the left-behind family lives in may constrain or enable the acquisition of the decision-

making power.  

 

The findings of this study however contradict studies in Vietnam by Thao & Agergaard 

(2012) who argued that left-behind husbands ceded their decision-making powers to migrant 

wives. Wives took over the decision-making powers from their left-behind husbands 

because, the income they brought to the family made them the breadwinners in the family. 

Drawing on the social exchange theory, Thao & Agergaard (2012) explained that the 

remittance of migrant wives gave them more decision-making power in the family. This 

study however found that left-behind spouses still dominated in the decision-making process 
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even after the migration of their wives. This is largely explained by the fact that migrant 

wives from the Northern Region of Ghana, as confirmed by Teye et al. (2017) remit more 

to their parents’ households and less to their left-behind husbands hence their financial 

contribution to their conjugal home is not enough to give them enough power and a greater 

voice to influence important decision making in the family.  

 

Again, unlike the Vietnam study where Thao & Agergaard (2012) found that migrant wives 

took over the breadwinning role in the family and took advantage of their new status to 

influence important decisions in the family, this study found that migrant wives were not 

empowered by their migration status and the income that they brought home in the form of 

remittances. Migrant wives lacked the capacity to leverage on their status to exercise that 

power due to unequal gender division of power coupled with established normative and 

gendered structural biases that do not favour women in the Northern Region. This enabled 

the left-behind husbands to hold tight to their masculine roles as breadwinners and the power 

to take important decisions in the family whilst migrant wives acknowledged their 

subjugated position in the family notwithstanding their migration and economic status in 

the family.  

 

4.5 Autonomy by Left-behind Spouses in making important Decisions 

This section discusses the extent to which autonomy in different households can be 

reconfigured when a spouse migrates and leaves the other spouse back home. The section 

further interrogated the consultation processes of left-behind spouses when they are taking 

important decisions in the family. The survey findings as Figure 4.2 illustrate responses of 

left-behind spouses, their level of autonomy and dependence on their migrant spouses when 

taking decisions on the following issues in the family: Purchase /sale of family property, 

Accessing Credit, Children’s Education, Children’s Health, Home Management, Children’s 
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life Career, Involvement in Social Activities, Involvement in Political Activities, 

Travel/Visiting relatives and friends and Construction/renovation of house. The responses 

for measuring their level of autonomy were: 1= Full Autonomy and decision is not 

communicated to spouse, 2= Full Autonomy and decision is communicated only to spouse, 

3= Spouse is consulted occasionally, 4= Spouse is consulted in some cases, 5= Spouse is 

consulted in all cases. 

 

Figure 4.2 therefore shows that generally, most left-behind spouses consulted with their 

migrant spouses in most of their decision-making processes on important family matters. 

Over 62 percent of left-behind spouses consulted with their migrant spouses in all cases 

when taking decisions on the education of children and addressing health issues of children. 

About 52 percent of the left-behind spouses also consulted with their migrant spouses in all 

cases when making decisions on life and career decisions of children. This shows that more 

than half of the left-behind spouses are not in the position to make autonomous decisions 

on issues regarding children’s education, health and future career because child care 

generally is a shared responsibility among biological parents and other kin, hence, there is 

limited autonomy when taking important decisions on children. Additionally, over half 

(51.7%) of the left-behind spouses also consulted their migrant spouses in all cases when 

taking decisions regarding home management and access to credit.  
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Figure 4.2:  Autonomy by Left-behind Spouses in making important Decisions 

 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

 

On the average, less than 20 percent of left-behind spouses have full autonomy to make 

decisions on the important family issues listed above. The only issue that the highest 

proportion (44%) of left-behind spouses indicated that they have full autonomy to make 

decisions on was getting involved in political activities which were followed by 35 percent 

for purchase or sale of family property without consulting. A sex disaggregation of the 

figure shows that majority of the left-behind spouses in these proportions were men. This 
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demonstrates the male dominance in autonomous decision making. Only a little less than 10 

percent and a little above 10 percent of the study sample had full autonomy to make 

decisions about their children’s education and the health needs of their children, 

respectively, without informing their migrant spouses. Decisions on issues concerning 

children were probably arrived at after proper consultation between the couple, so only a 

few of the left-behind spouses could solitarily decide regarding their children. Overall, it 

can be said that a lesser proportion of the left-behind spouses in this study had full autonomy 

to take important family decisions without consulting the migrant spouse as compared to 

the proportion of left-behind spouses who will consult their migrant spouse before taking a 

decision on important family issues.  

 

This finding prompted further analysis to understand the level of autonomy of left-behind 

wives and husbands living in extended and nuclear families in making important family 

decisions. This is based on the assumption that even though the left-behind spouses live in 

the same geographic area, they are not a homogenous group and should be treated as such.  

 

4.6 Autonomy in Decision Making of Left-behind Spouses  

In terms of decision making autonomy disaggregated by sex and family type of the left-

behind spouses, Tables 4.2a and 4.2b show that about 43 percent of left-behind husbands in 

extended family and close to 50 percent of left-behind husbands in nuclear families are able 

to make decisions on the purchase or sale of family property without consulting or 

communicating their decision to their migrant wives compared to 4.9 percent and 7.7 

percent of the left-behind wives in the extended and nuclear families respectively who can 

make such decisions autonomously.  
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Table 4.2a: Level of Autonomy in Decision Making among Left-Behind Spouses 

Variables 

Full autonomy 

and decision is 

not 

communicated 

to spouse 

Full autonomy 

and decision is 

communicated 

only to spouse 

Spouse is 

consulted 

occasionally 

Spouse is 

consulted 

in Some 

cases 

Spouse is consulted 

in all cases 

       no. % no. % no. % 

n

o. % 

no

. % 
a. Purchase/sale 

 of family property                   

Left-behind Husband 34 43 8 10.1 5 6.3 15 19 17 21.5 

Left-behind Wife 2 4.9 4 9.8 0 0 1 2.4 34 82.9 

All 36 30 12 10 5 4.2 16 13.3 51 42.5 

 

b. Access to Credit           

Left-behind Husband 25 32.9 9 11.8 9 11.8 6 7.9 27 35.5 

Left-behind Wife 1 2.1 3 6.4 3 6.4 0 0 40 85.1 

Total 26 21.1 12 9.8 12 9.8 6 4.9 67 54.5 

 

c. Education of 

children           

Left-behind Husband 18 22 8 9.8 7 8.5 10 12.2 39 47.6 

Left-behind Wife 2 3.2 4 6.5 2 3.2 4 6.5 50 80.6 

All 20 13.9 12 8.3 9 6.3 14 9.7 89 61.8 

 

d. Children’s Health          

Left-behind Husband 22 25.3 8 9.2 6 6.9 5 5.7 46 52.9 

Left-behind Wife 2 2.7 5 6.7 2 2.7 3 4 63 84 

All 24 14.8 13 8 8 4.9 8 4.9 

10

9 67.3 

 

e. Home 

management           

Left-behind Husband 25 30.5 5 6.1 5 6.1 12 14.6 35 42.7 

Left-behind Wife 2 3 5 7.5 2 3 6 9 52 77.6 

All 27 18.1 10 6.7 7 4.7 18 12.1 87 58.4 

 

f. Life and carrier of children          

Left-behind Husband 27 31.4 8 9.3 9 10.5 9 10.5 33 38.4 

Left-behind Wife 2 2.7 6 8 2 2.7 5 6.7 60 80 

All 29 18 14 8.7 11 6.8 14 8.7 93 57.8 

 

g. Involvement in  

social activities          

Left-behind Husband 31 35.6 8 9.2 6 6.9 19 21.8 23  26.4 

Left-behind Wife 6 7.9 4 5.3 2 2.6 5 6.6 59  77.6 

All 37 22.7 12 7.4 8 4.9 24 14.7 82  50.3 

 

h. Involvement 

 in political activities          

Left-behind Husband 46 52.9 11 12.6 3 3.4 4 4.6 23  26.4 

Left-behind Wife 14 21.9 7 10.9 1 1.6 3 4.7 39  60.9 

All 60 39.7 18 11.9 4 2.6 7 4.6 62  41.1 

 

i. Travel/visit family 

and friends          

Left-behind Husband 30 33.7 8 9 4 4.5 10 11.2 37 41.6 

Left-behind Wife 3 3.9 3 3.9 4 5.2 6 7.8 61 79.2 

All 33 19.9 11 6.6 8 4.8 16 9.6 98  59 
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j. Construction/ 

renovation of a house 
Left-behind Husband 30 39.5 10 13.2 3 3.9 6 7.9 27 35.5 

Left-behind Wife 2 4.1 5 10.2 1 2 2 4.1 39 79.6 

All 32 25.6 15 12 4 3.2 8 6.4 66 52.8 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 
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Table 4.2b Level of Autonomy in Decision Making among Left-Behind Spouses in Nuclear 

Families  

Variables 

Full Autonomy 

and decision is 

not 

communicated 

to spouse 

Full Autonomy 

and decision is 

communicated 

only to spouse 

Spouse is 

consulted 

occasionally 

Spouse is 

consulted 

in some 

cases 

Spouse is 

consulted in 

all cases 

     no. % no. % no. % 

no

. % no. % 
a. Purchase and sale 

 of family property                   

Left-behind Husband        69 49.6 10 7.2 14 10.1 17 12.2 29 20.9 

Left-behind Wife        4 7.7 4 7.7 3 5.8 7 13.5 34 65.4 

All       73 38.2 14 7.3 17 8.9 24 12.6 63 33 

b. Access to Credit           

Left-behind Husband       23 18 22 17.2 18 14.1 22 17.2 43 33.6 

Left-behind Wife       0 0 3 5.3 2 3.5 8 14 44 77.2 

All       23 12.4 25 13.5 20 10.8 30 16.2 87 47 

c. Education of 

children           

Left-behind Husband        14 11 9 7.1 9 7.1 27 21.3 68 53.5 

Left-behind Wife          0 0 3 3.9 4 5.2 11 14.3 59 76.6 

All         14 6.9 12 5.9 13 6.4 38 18.6 127 62.3 

d. Children’s Health Issues          

Left-behind Husband 21 14.7 11 7.7 22 15.4 17 11.9 72 50.3 

Left-behind Wife 1 1.2 6 7.1 5 6 11 13.1 61 72.6 

All 22 9.7 17 7.5 27 11.9 28 12.3 133 58.6 

e. Home 

management           

Left-behind Husband 47 34.6 16 11.8 15 11 12 8.8 46 33.8 

Left-behind Wife 0 0 3 4 11 14.7 8 10.7 53 70.7 

All 47 2.3 19 9 26 12.3 20 9.5 99 46.9 

f. Children’s life and career          

Left-behind Husband 51 35.4 14  9.7 11 7.6 12 8.3 56 38.9 

Left-behind Wife 1 1.2 8 9.5 9 10.7 11 13.1 55 65.5 

All 52 22.8 22 9.6 20 8.8 23 10.1 111 48.7 

g. Involvement in social 

 Activities          

Left-behind Husband 54 37.2 12 8.3 12 8.3 26 17.9 41 28.3 

Left-behind Wife 3 3.5 10 11.6 12 14 16 18.6 45 52.3 

All 57 24.7 22 9.5 24 10.4 42 18.2 86 37.2 

h. Involvement in  

political activities          

Left-behind Husband 71 49 15 10.3 4 2.8 20 13.8 35 24.1 

Left-behind Wife 34 42.5 6 7.5 6 7.5 14 17.5 20 25 

All 105 46.7 21 9.3 10 4.4 34 15.1 55 24.4 

i. Travel/visit family 

and friends          

Left-behind Husband 58 40 11 7.6 15 10.3 20 13.8 41 28.3 

Left-behind Wife 2 2.3 2 2.3 9 10.5 17 19.8 56 65.1 
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All 60 26 13 5.6 24 10.4 37 16 97 42 

j. Construction/ 

renovation of a house          

Left-behind Husband 54 38.8 11   7.9 13 9.4 12 8.6 49 35.3 

Left-behind Wife 0 0 6 8.6 5 7.1 12 17.1 47 67.1 

All 54 25.8 17 8.1 18 8.6 24 11.5 96 45.9 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017) 

 

This shows that notwithstanding the family arrangement, left-behind husbands have more 

autonomy with regards to the purchases or sale of family property compared to left-behind 

wives because, over 80 percent and a little above 65 percent of left-behind wives in the 

extended and nuclear families respectively have to consult with their migrant spouses in all 

cases when making decisions on the purchase or sale of family property compared to the 

lesser proportions for left-behind husbands. However, the difference in proportion is not 

enough to arrive at the conclusion that left-behind wives in the nuclear families have more 

autonomy than left-behind wives in the extended families regarding who makes decisions 

on purchases or sale of family property as suggested in the literature. The usual assumption 

is that in nuclear families, when husbands who are the household heads migrate, the left-

behind wives assume their responsibilities and the autonomy to make decisions. But left-

behind wives in extended families are less likely to assume such responsibilities because of 

the presence of other males in the family (Yabiku, eat al, 2010; Ullah, 2017).  This study, 

on the other hand, argues that the autonomy of the migrant husband in making important 

decisions for the family is not affected by his location or how distant he is from home. In an 

era where technological advancement has made mobile telephone communication easily 

accessible and cheaper, left-behind spouses are in close contact with their migrant spouse 

than ever. Wives left-behind in nuclear families during the in-depth interviews disclosed 

that their husbands are still in charge of making important decisions in the family whilst at 

their destination because the frequent communication they have with them on the phone. 

This was confirmed during the female focus group discussion that as women, they only 
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implement the decision of their husbands but are not much involved in decision making. 

This is understandable because of the inequity in the distribution of gender power relations 

among men and women (Connell, 1987) as well as their patriarchal orientations and 

masculine dominance have all influence who makes decisions in the family. Also, since 

adherence to patriarchal practices is stronger in extended families and wives occupy 

subservient positions in the family, left-behind husbands have more autonomy than left-

behind wives, and hence, left-behind husbands have more claim to family property than left-

behind wives. In addition, in the extended family system in most parts of Ghana and the 

Northern Region in particular, property is jointly owned by family members and under the 

control of the head of family. Besides, it is commonly believed that women do not own 

properties in the homes of their husbands, and even when they do, they are under the control 

of the husbands by virtue of his paying for her bride price (Abdul-Korah, 2011). It is 

therefore difficult for a left-behind wife who is considered a partial member of her 

matrimonial home to take important decisions such as the purchasing or sale of family 

property alone without recourse to the husband.  

 

Similarly, over 80 percent of the left-behind wives in the extended family consult with their 

migrant husbands in all cases when making decisions regarding access to credit, education 

of children and Children’s health issues. Notwithstanding, the proportion of left-behind 

wives in the extended families who had to consult their husbands in all cases before taking 

any of these decisions was higher than the proportion of left-behind spouses in the nuclear 

family. It can also be observed from both tables that with regards to involvement in political 

activities, 21.9 percent of the left-behind wives in the extended family system had full 

autonomy to make personal decisions to be involved in political activities without 

communicating their decisions to their husbands. However, 42.5 percent of left-behind 

wives in the nuclear family can make such a decision with full autonomy and the decision 
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without communicating to the migrant husband. This indicates that left-behind wives in 

nuclear families are more likely to have full autonomy when making decisions on their 

involvement in politics compared to wives left behind in extended families (see Table 4.2a 

and Table 4.2b. 

 

A closer look at Table 4.2a and 4.2b reveals that left-behind husbands in both extended and 

nuclear families dominated in making important decisions on children such as their 

education, health and career autonomously without consulting the migrant wives whilst left-

behind wives in both extended and nuclear families recorded the highest proportion of those 

who consult with their husbands in all cases before taking decisions on the children’s 

education, health and future career. Even though childcare responsibility is traditionally 

considered feminine roles and bestowed on mothers, the qualitative study disclosed that 

when it comes to making decisions on important issues about children such as their health, 

education and what they become in future, it is the responsibility of the fathers with little 

involvement of the mothers. Unlike matrimonial family system where women have more 

control in making decisions on children, in patrimonial family system, children belong to 

the father’s lineage, hence the fathers have more influences in decisions bothering on the 

children. Some confirmed this in their study. Mamuna stated that:  

As for their education or what they’ll do in future, I don’t have the power to decide, 

they have a father, and so now that he’s not here, I can decide. But thank God we 

talk on the phone, so I’ve to ask him and if he agrees, then I can do what he says. 

They are his children, I’m their mother but that isn’t my role, it’s fathers who decide 

on such issues and we support them. If it’s about what the children will eat or wear, 

I can make that decision without telling him because I take care of the children 

(Mamuna, 25 years, female, August, 2017. Tolon). 

 

This finding corroborates that of Ullah (2017) that left-behind wives have autonomy to bring 

up children according to their own desire but when it comes to major decisions on the 

children such as their marriage, engagement, education, child health, house renovation, 
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buying land, they consistently consult with the migrant husbands for advice and suggestions 

before acting. 

 

The study however contributes to the literature that left-behind husbands in both extended 

and nuclear families have full autonomy and accordingly dominate in making important 

family decisions without consulting their migrant wives. Thus, spousal migration does not 

change the decision-making powers of left-behind husbands and wives, and the type of 

family system being practiced does not impact on the autonomy of the left-behind spouses.   

 

4.7 Gendered Power Relations and Remittance Control among Left-

behind Spouses 

The sending, receipt, use and control of remittances is often gendered (Pickbourn, 2011; 

Teye et al., 2017). There are different patterns of how men and women in families left-

behind receive and control remittances from June 2016 to May, 2017. The survey data 

disclose that overall, 61.3 percent of the left-behind spouses received remittances from their 

migrant spouses over the past 12 months prior to conducting this survey. The study found 

in Table 4.3 that receipt of remittance also varies according to the sex of left-behind spouses 

and type of family in which they live. Females (left-behind wives) constituted the majority 

(59.2%) of those who received remittances whilst males (left-behind husbands) constituted 

40.8 percent. 
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Table 4. 3: Remittances Received by Left-behind Spouses  

Family 

Type 

Sex of Respondent Does your spouse send remittance?  

Total Yes No 

  N % N % N % 

Extended 

Family 

 

Left-behind Husbands 40 38.1 49 80.3 89 53.5 

Left-behind Wives 65 61.9 12 17.7 77 46.4 

Nuclear  

Family 

 

     All 

 

 

Left-behind Husbands 60 42.9 86 91.5 146 62.4 

Left-behind Wives 

 

80 57.1 8 8.5 88 37.6 

Left-behind Husbands 100 40.8 135 87.1 235 58.8 

Left-behind Wives 145 59.2 20 12.9 165 41.2 

 Total 245 100 155 100 400 100 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017) 

 

The qualitative component of the study further found that left-behind wives are more likely 

to receive remittances from their migrant husbands compared to left-behind husbands who 

received remittances from their migrant wives because migrant husbands mostly send 

remittances to their wives at home, whilst migrant wives mostly remit their biological 

parents, especially their mothers and other natal family members other than their left-behind 

husbands. These findings are in consonance with Teye et al., (2017) that migrant husbands 

are more likely to send remittances directly to their left-behind wives compared to migrant 

wives sending remittance directly to their left-behind husbands. Patriarchal norms have 

assigned to men the role of being the breadwinners of their families and as part of their 

masculine assigned responsibilities; they are obligated to take charge of the upkeep of their 

families. Migrant wives, on the other hand, are socialised to believe that providing for the 

upkeep of their matrimonial home is not their responsibility. They therefore remit their 

parents because they have a responsibility to provide for their upkeep. Kumekpor (1975), 

explained that married women do not relinquish their rights and responsibilities to their natal 

families after marriage but remain under the protection of their paternal and maternal 

ancestors and the social solidarity of their siblings. Manuh (2006) explained it in the context 

of reciprocity between the migrant daughters and their mothers. Left-behind husbands are 

also not receiving remittances compared to left-behind wives because the migrant wives 
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expect husbands to care for them and not the contrary. However, there is also the view that 

left-behind husbands do not want to remit directly to their left-behind husbands because 

they will use the remittances to take on additional wives. The qualitative study also found 

that some left-behind spouses leave their children with their biological mothers before 

migrating. Those who were already living in their natal homes also left their children with 

their mothers and migrated. This may also explain why migrant wives will remit to their 

biological wives for the up keep of their children rather than remitting to their husbands who 

may spend the money on girlfriends or marry another wife as previous studies suggested. 

Table 4.3 further illustrates that in all; only 12.9 percent of the left-behind spouses did not 

receive remittances within the last 12 months prior to the survey interview. Most of the 

spouses who did not receive remittances relied on income from their own economic 

activities such as farming, trading, catering, and other personal services. Others also 

engaged in menial tasks such as working on other people’s farms, washing and cleaning for 

other people to earn their living. But one of the left-behind wives who were a house wife 

indicated that she either borrowed money or depended on the benevolence of her neighbours 

to survive with her three children because she had no source of income because of her ill 

health. Left-behind wives who were not working prior to the migration of their husbands 

experienced a gap in household sustenance compared to wives with independent sources of 

income. The case of Sadia, a left-behind wife with four children is, however, different. 

 As you can see, I’m not old, so I’ve the strength to work; I’m doing everything 

possible to take care of my children in the absence of their father. So, I do a lot of 

work. What I have been doing is that I cultivate rice, beans, vegetables and even 

maize and sell some when the price is good and that is what I have used to take care 

of my children since my husband stop sending money for over four years now. I also 

sell koko and rice during the dry season from the rice and maize from my farm. At 

least we’ve a very large farm land and the children are willing to help me work 

(Sadia, 38 years, female, August, 2017, Kumbungu) 

 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

129 

 

Even though most of the left-behind wives who do not receive remittances from their 

migrant husbands were worried and felt abandoned because they expected the husbands to 

fulfil their masculine responsibility of being the breadwinner of the home by sending 

remittances, Sadia was not concerned about remittances because she has taken over that role 

in her family. Comparatively, the left-behind husbands who did not receive remittances from 

their migrant wives were not concerned with the decision of their spouses not to remit to 

them because they did not expect the wives to remit. According to abdul-Aziz:  

I’m a man and a Dagomba man if you don’t know. My wives can’t take care of me, 

I have to work and take care of my family and not my wife. So, I was not expecting 

any money or anything from her. So, if she doesn’t send me money, why should that 

be a problem? I’m a real man and not a “dochogfu” (emasculated). I’m a 

hardworking husband and responsible for my family 

(Abdul-Aziz, 30 years, male, August, 2017. Sagnarigu). 

 

In most strict patriarchal societies, husbands will want to protect their hegemonic masculine 

status in order to meet the expectation of society. For some left-behind husbands, receiving 

remittances from a migrant wife is emasculating since society expects husbands to provide 

for the home. 

 

Previous discussions have found that migrant husbands are the higher remitters in terms of 

monetary remittance compared to migrant wives. This trend is not different at the household 

level. In terms of frequency of receipt of remittances by family type and sex, a higher 

proportion of left-behind wives in the extended families received remittances more regularly 

than the left-behind wives in the nuclear families. Also, a larger percentage of left-behind 

spouses in the extended families received remittance within the last 12 months compared to 

left-behind spouses in the nuclear families. The in-depth interviews suggest that most of the 

remittances sent to nuclear households are larger amounts which are often meant for both 

consumption and investments whilst those send to extended families are often fragmented. 
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The left-behind wives explained that the smaller amount sent to them is meant for 

consumption whilst the larger amount is sent to fathers-in-law and brothers-in-law for 

investments.  

 

On the other hand, left-behind husbands and wives in the nuclear families who receive 

remittances have a mutual agreement on the frequency of sending and use of remittances. 

No matter the amount sent, they know the amount for consumption and the amount for 

investment. This therefore explains why migrant spouses from extended families can send 

smaller amounts within shorter time intervals but those from nuclear household waited a bit 

longer to accumulate substantial amount before they can remit. The idea is that sending 

smaller amounts can easily be misused and not used for the intended purpose. Pickbourn’s 

(2011) study in the Northern Region found that due to normative allocation of gendered 

roles, migrant females often send remittances mostly for household consumption whilst 

migrant males send remittance for investments in farming; besides, remittance from men 

are less frequent compared to that of females. This study argues that in terms of sending and 

receipt of remittances in conjugal relationships, the purpose of the remittance and the 

frequency of sending the remittances depends on the sex and the family arrangement of the 

remitter and the recipient of the remittances.   

 

4.8 Receipt of Non-monetary Remittances 

The study recorded three different categories of remittances received by left-behind spouse. 

These are money, food items and non-food items (which were mostly clothing and other 

household useable materials). In all, about 28 percent of left-behind spouses received 

remittances in terms of food.  The mean value of food usually received was estimated to be 

GH¢216.07 with a standard deviation of 227.56.  The minimum value placed on the food 

was GH¢20.00 whilst the maximum was GH¢1000.00 Furthermore, 32 percent received 
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remittances in terms of non-food items and the mean value of non-food items received was 

estimated to be GH¢290.66 with a standard deviation of 292.97.  The maximum value of 

non-food items received was reported to be GH¢2000.00 whereas the minimum remained 

at GH¢20.00 The lower mean compared to the standard deviation in the computation of 

remittance on food and non-food items indicate that migrant spouses place higher priority 

on remittances in the form of food and goods. 

 

Further analysis on the patterns of receipt of remittances by left-behind spouses suggest that 

socialisation and adherence to prevailing patriarchal and masculine norms and the structure 

of gender division of labour in the Northern Region have also influenced the forms of 

remittances sent to left-behind spouses. In terms of receipt of food and goods sent, left-

behind wives received higher amounts of food and goods than their male counterparts; that 

is GH¢348.47 and GH¢265.81 compared to GH¢208.87 and GH¢105.23, respectively. The 

differences in the value of remittances received for both items between left-behind husbands 

and left-behind wives were found to be statistically significant at a level of 1 percent given 

p-values of 0.007 and 0.004 for independent t-tests. This shows that left-behind wives are 

more likely to receive remittance in the form of food and goods than left-behind husbands. 

Whilst Teye et al, (2017) found that migrant males are less likely to send non-monetary 

remittances to their parents compared to daughters; this study found that in conjugal 

relationship where migrant spouses remit their left-behind spouses, husbands who are the 

breadwinners of families send non-monetary remittances more than migrant wives will 

remit to their husbands. This is probably because, as established in previous discussions, 

migrant wives remit to their mothers; most of their non-monetary remittances also go to the 

mothers. This finding however is in line with the findings of Teye et al. (2017) which 

suggest that migrant husbands will still honour their gendered constructed roles and 

responsibilities as the head of family and therefore breadwinners of their families even when 
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they are out of the home. Migrant wives, on the other hand, are not obliged to provide for 

their matrimonial homes especially when they are out of the home. In Northern Ghana, it is 

common for most wives to contribute to keeping the household of their husbands as social 

norm. However, these same wives abandon this role and do not share in them any longer 

when they migrate out of the home. This explains why the migrant wives rarely send 

remittance to support their left-behind husbands since it is no longer their responsibility to 

provide for the home. Thus, with regards to spousal migration, the structure of gender 

division of labour enables left-behind wives to continue receiving the support of their 

husbands even when they are at their destination whilst the left-behind husbands are denied 

the support of their wives when they migrate. This points out that the structure of gender 

division of labour constructed through social organisation of society does not always benefit 

men at the expense of women as suggested by Connell’s (1987) model of gender and power. 

Left-behind husbands may also find themselves in a precarious situation when their wives 

migrate. 

 

In terms of persons who are the primary recipients of remittances the study found that over 

three out of every four of the left-behind spouses received the remittances sent directly from 

their migrant spouses. A greater proportion of left-behind wives were the primary recipients 

of remittances compared to left-behind husbands; Table 4.4 shows that 85.1 percent of wives 

received remittances directly from their migrant husbands compared to 64.6 percent of left-

behind husbands who did same. This finding is consistent with previous studies conducted 

in Northern Ghana (Orozco et al. 2006; Teye et al., 2017) that whilst most wives are the 

recipients of remittances sent by migrant husbands, only a few left-behind husbands are the 

recipients of remittances sent by migrant wives. Even though studies have established that 

migrant wives are hesitant to remit husbands for the fear that the money will be misused or 

spent on other women (Teye et al, 2017), this can also be attributed to the cultural 
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construction of gendered roles and responsibilities which are assigned to husbands as the 

breadwinners of families. 

 

The survey found that some left-behind husbands receive remittances through their mothers-

in-law. The remittances are sent first to the mothers-in-law before they got to the left-

husbands. Close to one-third of migrant wives sent remittances to their husbands through 

their mothers whereas only one husband sent remittances through his mother to his wife. 

About 31 percent of wives sent remittances to their husbands through their mothers (mother 

of the migrant wife) but only one husband sent remittances to his wife through his mother 

(mother of the migrant husband). Over 15 percent more of left-behind husbands in nuclear 

families received remittances sent to them through their mothers-in-law than left-behind 

husbands in extended families. Whilst a Dagomba left-behind wife will not have a problem 

with receiving remittances from her migrant husband through her mother-in-law because 

the husband and his family have a responsibility to care for her, a Dagomba left-behind 

husband in a patriarchal society finds such a practice as emasculation on his masculine 

orientations. Thus, left-behind husbands are unable to benefit much from the migration of 

their wives because of the traditional practice where the man is the provider of the house 

and not to be subjected to the benevolence of the wife. Such left-behind husbands cited that 

they refused to go for remittances from their mothers-in-law because; they wanted to protect 

their image and that of their extended family. 
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Table 4.4:  Person who receives remittances  

  Extended Family           Nuclear Family          All 

       N         %              N           %           N           % 

Male             

Myself 25 71.4 26 59.1 51 64.6 

My mother 1 2.9 1 2.3 2 2.5 

My spouse's mother 8 22.9 17 38.6 25 31.6 

Other 1 2.9 0 0 1 1.3 

Female       

Myself 50 76.9 64 92.8 114 85.1 

My spouse's father 8 12.3 2 2.9 10 7.5 

My spouse's mother 1 1.5 0 0 1 0.7 

Other 6 9.2 3 4.3 9 6.7 

All       

Myself 75 75 90 79.6 165 77.46 

My mother 1 1 1 0.9 2 0.94 

My spouse's father 8 8 2 1.8 10 4.69 

My spouse's mother 9 9 17 15 26 12.21 

Other 7 7 3 2.7 10 4.69 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017)  

 

On the other hand, a greater proportion of husbands in the extended family received 

remittances directly in the last 12 months compared to husbands in the nuclear family; 71.4 

percent compared to 59.1 percent respectively.  However, fewer left-behind wives in the 

extended family received remittances directly in the last 12 months than left-behind wives 

in the nuclear family because a higher percentage (12.3%) of migrant husbands in extended 

families sent remittances to their wives through their fathers compared to 2.9 percent of 

migrant husbands from extended families who did same. The relationship between the left-

behind husband and the migrant wife, the role of the husband in supporting the wife to 

migrate, the nature of the home setting could all influence whether the migrant wife would 

remit to the husbands or not. The study found that most left-behind husbands in nuclear 

families than extended families were involved in the migration of their wives and this 

probably explains the variation in the receipt of remittances among left-behind husbands in 

nuclear and extended families. 
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Also, akin to discussions in the previous sections, some migrant wives are more likely to 

remit their parents instead of their spouses because they are also socialised to be more 

responsible in caring for their biological parents. The focus group discussions with both 

men and women revealed that in Dagbon tradition, wives are not regarded as full members 

of their matrimonial families. Participants of the female focus group discussion explained 

therefore that married women would rather prefer to invest in their biological homes than 

their matrimonial homes. A left-behind wife intimated that:  

…It’s best to invest in your father’s house and secure your future because that’s 

where you belong, I’ve control over my property there than in my husband’s home 

because he (husband) has control over me and all that belongs to me  

(Fuseina, 41 years, male, August, 2017 Tolon). 

  

4.9 Gendered Power Relation and Decision on the Uses of Remittances 

Left-behind spouses were asked to indicate the person who has the power to decide on the 

uses of remittances and it was revealed that generally, about two out of every five left-

behind spouses took this decision solely, whilst about a quarter of them received instructions 

from their migrant spouses. Table 4.5 illustrate that 23 percent indicated that both spouses 

have to decide on it. A slightly greater proportion of left-behind wives compared to left-

behind husbands had the independence to decide on how to use remittances received. Thus, 

41 percent of left-behind wives made this decision themselves compared to 35.4 percent of 

the left-behind husbands.  Also, about 31 percent of left behind wives indicated they made 

joint decisions whereas only 8.9 percent of the left-behind husbands said so. Accordingly, 

a higher proportion of left-behind wives than husbands consulted their migrant spouses 

before deciding on the use of remittances.  
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Table 4.5: Person who decides on usage of remittances  

Relations 
Extended Nuclear All 

N % N % N % 

Male             

Myself 15 42.9 13 29.5 28 35.4 

My spouse 10 28.6 21 47.7 31 39.2 

Both of us 4 11.4 3 6.8 7 8.9 

My father 1 2.9 1 2.3 2 2.5 

My spouse's mother 5 14.3 6 13.6 11 13.9 

Female       

Myself 26 40.0 29 42 55 41 

My spouse 12 18.5 10 14.5 22 16.4 

Both of us 20 30.8 22 31.9 42 31.3 

My spouse's father 6 9.2 5 7.2 11 8.2 

My spouse's mother 1 1.5 3 4.3 4 3 

All       

Myself 41 41 42 37.2 83 39 

My spouse 22 22 31 27.4 53 24.9 

Both of us 24 24 25 22.1 49 23 

My father 1 1 1 0.9 2 0.9 

My spouse's father 6 6 5 4.4 11 5.2 

My spouse's mother 6 6 9 8 15 7 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017) 

 

On the other hand, almost 40 percent of migrant wives had the power to decide on what 

remittances they sent to their husbands in the North should be used for.  This indicates that 

left-behind husbands, tend to lose their control and autonomy to decide on the uses of 

household resources which are sent by migrant wives. So, power relations may change 

depending on who provides the resources for the household. Patriarchy may be weakened 

when the wife is the one providing the household resources. However, this dynamic may 

vary when analysed within the type of families in which left-behind wives and husbands are 

found. 

 

In terms of family type and sex segregation, a slightly higher proportion (42.9%) of left-

behind husbands in extended families have the autonomy to decide on the use of the 
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remittances without the involvement of the migrant wives compared to 40 percent of left-

behind wives in extended families. However, a lower proportion (29.5%) of left-behind 

husbands in nuclear families could solitarily decide on the use of remittances compared to 

42 percent of left-behind wives in the same household who could do same. This explains 

why close to 50 percent of left-behind husbands in nuclear families indicated that their wives 

decide on the use of remittances compared to 14.5 percent of left-behind wives in nuclear 

families who indicated that. In the extended families too, more migrant wives decide on the 

use of remittances even though the proportion is low when compared to the nuclear families.  

  
 

Even though the literature on migration and remittances as well as some parts of this study 

have established that migrant wives do not remit their left-behind husbands as the migrant 

husbands do, this finding points out that generally, left-behind husbands in both extended 

and nuclear families who receive remittances do not have the autonomy to decide on the 

uses of the remittances because migrant wives send the remittance with specific instructions 

as to how the remittances should be used. The migrant wives who are the remitters therefore 

gain autonomy and have the power to decide on how their remittances should be used. The 

left-behind husbands explained that remittances sent to them by their wives are not meant 

for household consumption but for specific purposes, so the wives ensure that the 

remittances are used for the purposes for which they remitted. However, left-behind wives 

in both extended and nuclear families have the power to solely decide on how to use the 

remittance they receive. This is because, remittances sent to most of the left-behind wives 

are for consumption with just a few for the payment of bills such as school fees which are 

obvious to the couple; so, in most cases, conditions are not attached to remittances sent to 

left-behind wives. Some left-behind wives reported that remittances for investments are 

often received by brothers or other male relations of their husbands or male kin and not the 

left-behind wife. On the other hand, most of the remittances received by left-behind 
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husbands, especially those from the nuclear families are for investments. This can also be 

understood in relation with the findings of Teye et al (2017) that migrant wives are always 

suspicious because husbands are highly liable to misuse remittances when they are sent to 

them without specific instructions as to how they should be used. As a result, left-behind 

husbands in both families are more predisposed to consult their wives or strictly follow the 

instructions on the use of the remittance than left-behind husbands in either extended or 

nuclear family. 

 

4.10 Summary 

Gendered power relations have concomitant effect on decision making at the societal level 

and among couples at the family level. The main argument of this chapter is that the 

disproportionate distribution of power among men and women is wrought by socio-cultural 

practices and beliefs influence the experiences of left-behind husbands and wives in terms 

of exercising decision-making powers in the household in the absence of their spouses 

differently.  The qualitative and quantitative data collected and analyzed in this study 

support the argument that participation in migration decision making is gendered. In arriving 

at the migration decision for spouses, left-behind wives considered being informed by the 

husband as participation in the migration decision making process whilst left-behind 

husbands consider consenting to the migration decision as participation and not mere 

information. Wives need the consent of their husbands before they can migrate, but 

husbands do not need the consent of their wives to migrate because of the superior power 

and control that husbands exert over wives and wives also accepting their subservient 

position. This is also attributed to socialisation and the need to adhere to socio-cultural 

norms and practices such as patriarchy, marriage, family system which are embedded in the 

unequal distribution of gendered power relations. However, left-behind wives who 
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challenge their subordination migrate without the consent of their husbands despite being 

aware of the consequences.  

 

Current economic instability has also emasculated some husbands leading to loss of 

domination over wives’ migration and hence, hesitantly do not interfere in the migration 

decisions of their wives since they are unable to perform the cardinal masculine role of 

breadwinning. Gendered power relations in migration decision making is also influenced by 

some cultural practices and family structure. Qualitative analysis and quantitative analysis 

like chi-square reveal that factors such as education and employment of left-behind spouses 

does not influence gender power relations in household decision making because of socio-

cultural orientation to male supremacy and female subservience.  

 
 

Whilst left-behind husbands still make household decision without recourse to migrant 

wives, most left-behind wives consult their migrant husbands before making important 

decisions because they still regard the husbands as the heads of family even when they are 

out of the home. However, the type of family type being practiced, and place of residence 

influenced the decision-making power of left-behind husbands and wives. Control of the 

uses of remittances among left-behind spouses is however complex since it is dependent on 

the purposes of the remittance and the sex of the remitter. Left-behind husbands who receive 

remittances tend to have lesser control over the use of the remittances sent by their wives 

compared to left-behind wives.  

  

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

140 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 CHANGING GENDER ROLES AMONG LEFT-BEHIND SPOUSES   

5.0 Introduction 

Gender roles are usually the socially constructed roles, behaviour, activities and attributes 

that are considered appropriate for men and women in a given society (World Health 

Organization, 2015). They are therefore a set of socio-cultural norms that direct the types of 

behaviour which are generally considered acceptable, appropriate, or desirable in a society 

based on actual or perceived sex or sexuality and these often revolve around the notions of 

femininity and masculinity (Connell, 1987, 1995), In consonance with this orientation, 

household responsibilities in most societies, are categorized according to traditionally 

masculine and feminine roles to conform with the structure of gender division of labour at 

the level of society and institutions such as the family. Based on the fact that the expectations 

of gender roles vary with space, time and cultural settings and coupled with the fact that 

society changes and its constructions are liable to transformation, this chapter aims at 

enhancing our understanding of how spousal migration from the Northern Region of Ghana 

to the southern parts interplay with some of the background characteristics of left-behind 

spouses to impact on gender roles of wives and husbands left-behind in the study area. 

 

5.1 Performance of Gender Roles before Migration  

In order to understand the extent to which gendered roles of left-behind spouses have been 

influenced by the migration of their spouses, they were asked to indicate persons who 

performed some selected household chores in their various households before and after the 

migration of their spouses. The survey data show in Table 5.1a that before the migration of 

their spouses, a high proportion of the left-behind husbands and wives were adhering to their 

gendered segregated roles and also collaborated with their spouse in the performance of 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

141 

 

certain roles. The majority of left-behind husbands performed chores that were in line with 

their masculine socialisation, so they stated that they were primarily responsible for farm-

work and care for animals (61.5%), purchasing goods and services (67.1%), and house 

maintenance (55.1%). However, a lesser proportion of the left-behind husbands indicated 

that they perform traditionally feminine chores such as food preparation (12%), cleaning 

(12.4%), and laundry (11.1%).  The majority of left-behind wives on the other hand, took 

charge of food preparation (92.7%), cleaning (86.6%), and laundry and clothes care 

(93.3%). Just as reported by the left-behind husbands, a lower proportion of left-behind 

wives also performed traditionally masculine chores such as farm work (4.3%) and house 

maintenance (7.3%). These findings show the existence of gender division of labour in the 

study area as dictated by their social organisation. In an analogous manner, the left-behind 

husbands reported that their spouses were taking care of food preparation (84.6%), cleaning 

(71.4%), and laundry and clothes care (79.1%). According to the left-behind husbands, child 

care (38.9%) and children’s educational issues (40.6%) were responsibilities performed in 

collaboration with their migrant wives even at their destination. These responses were the 

same for left-behind wives, but higher percentages were reported; 55.5 percent and 53.7 

percent respectively.  
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Table 5.1a: Performance of household chores before migration 

Household responsibilities 

Myself My spouse Both of us Someone else 

N % N % N % N % 

Left-behind Husbands         

Food preparation 28 12 198 84.6 6 2.6 2 0.9 

Cleaning 29 12.4 167 71.4 32 13.7 6 2.6 

Laundry and clothes care 26 11.1 185 79.1 20 8.5 3 1.3 

Farm work and care for 

animals 144 61.5 1 0.4 20 8.5 69 29.5 

Children's educational issues 111 47.4 12 5.1 95 40.6 16 6.8 

House maintenance 129 55.1 20 8.5 64 27.4 21 9 

Home management 95 40.6 45 19.2 71 30.3 23 9.8 

Child care 62 26.5 72 30.8 91 38.9 9 3.8 

Purchasing goods and 

services 157 67.1 17 7.3 57 24.4 3 1.3 

Left-behind Wives         

Food preparation 152 92.7 6 3.7 4 2.4 2 1.2 

Cleaning 142 86.6 3 1.8 16 9.8 3 1.8 

Laundry and clothes care 153 93.3 3 1.8 7 4.3 1 0.6 

Farm work and care for 

animals 7 4.3 54 32.9 24 14.6 79 48.2 

Children's educational issues 11 6.7 38 23.2 88 53.7 27 16.5 

House maintenance 12 7.3 51 31.1 63 38.4 38 23.2 

Home management 25 15.2 19 11.6 93 56.7 27 16.5 

Child care 40 24.4 14 8.5 91 55.5 19 11.6 

Purchasing goods and 

services 28 17.1 54 32.9 66 40.2 16 9.8 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 

 

Generally, before the migration of the husband or the wife, there is less involvement of other 

people in the performance of household chores. Husbands and wives took charge of the 

gendered assigned responsibilities and there was no gendered role gap in the family. The 

only chore that attracted the support of other family members as indicated by both left-

behind husbands and wives was farm work and care for animals which is traditionally a 

masculine chore. So, it is expected that the husbands got the support of other male hired 

labourers or male kin.  As illustrated in Table 5.1a, almost 50 percent of left-behind wives 

and close to 30 percent of left-behind husbands reported that farm work and care for animals 

was not performed by husbands alone but they got support from other people to perform 
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this chore. As noted, these other people in the case of nuclear families were more likely to 

be hired labour and in the case of the extended families were more likely to be other male 

family members since farm work and its related responsibilities are often carried out jointly 

by the men in the extended family in the Northern Region. Farmlands and animals are jointly 

owned by the family members. It is therefore the responsibility of the all family members 

to maintain family property but under the authority of the family head. It is clear from the 

above discussion that before the migration of spouses, the performance of household chores 

was in strict adherence to the socio-culturally segregated gendered roles and postulated in 

Connell’s (1987) model of gender and power which assigned different household labour to 

men and women based on how society constructed their sexuality.  

 

Based on the previous analyses, Tables 5.1b and 5.1c focus on the gender role experiences 

of left-behind husbands and wives in extended and nuclear families before the migration of 

their spouses. As illustrated in Table 5.1b majority of the left-behind husbands in the 

extended families indicated that their wives were in charge of traditionally feminine chores 

such as food preparation (93.3%), cleaning (86.5%), and laundry (87.6%) whilst they were 

in charge of farm work and care for animals (76.4%), children’s education (48.3%), house 

maintenance (59.6%) and purchasing of goods and services (69.7%).  
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Table 5.1b Performance of household chores before migration of spouse in extended 

families 

Household 

Responsibilities 

Myself My spouse Both of us Someone else 

              

no. 
% 

 

no. 
% no. % no. % 

Left-behind Husband                  

Food preparation 4 4.5 83 93.3 0 0 2 2.2 

Cleaning 6 6.7 77 86.5 3 3.4 3 3.4 

Laundry  5 5.6 78 87.6 4 4.5 2 2.2 

Farm work and care for 

animals 
68 76.4 0 0 4 4.5 17 19.1 

Children's educational 

issues 
43 48.3 7 7.9 32 36 7 7.9 

House maintenance 53 59.6 9 10.1 16 18 11 12.4 

Home management 27 30.3 28 31.5 20 22.5 14 15.7 

Child care 12 13.5 37 41.6 35 39.3 5 5.6 

Purchasing goods and 

services 
62 69.7 5 5.6 20 22.5 2 2.2 

Left-behind Wife         

Food preparation 74 94.9 1 1.3 1 1.3 2 2.6 

Cleaning 74 94.9 0 0 2 2.6 2 2.6 

Laundry  75 96.2 0 0 2 2.6 1 1.3 

Farm work and care for 

animals 
1 1.3 30 38.5 10 12.8 37 47.4 

Children's educational 

issues 
9 11.5 18 23.1 34 43.6 17 21.8 

House maintenance 7 9 19 24.4 24 30.8 28 35.9 

Home management 16 20.5 6 7.7 38 48.7 18 23.1 

Child care 23 29.5 3 3.8 38 48.7 14 17.9 

Purchasing goods and 

services 
15 19.2 20 25.6 27 34.6 16 20.5 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

 

 Although similar gendered roles performance patterns were recorded among the left-behind 

spouses in the nuclear families, where husbands dominated in the performance of masculine 

roles and the wives dominated in the performance of feminine roles, the proportion of left-

behind husbands in the nuclear families who also indicated that their wives performed 

feminine roles before they migrated reduced by at least 14 percentage points.  

 

  

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

145 

 

Table 5.1c: Performance of household chores before migration in nuclear families 

Household Responsibilities 

Myself My spouse Both of us Someone else 

no. % no. % no. % no. % 

Left-behind Husband                 

Food preparation 24 16.6 115 79.3 6 4.1 0 0 

Cleaning 23 15.9 90 62.1 29 20 3 2.1 

Laundry  21 14.5 107 73.8 16 11 1 0.7 

Farm work and care for 

animals 76 52.4 1 0.7 16 11 52 35.9 

Children's educational issues 68 46.9 5 3.4 63 43.4 9 6.2 

House maintenance 76 52.4 11 7.6 48 33.1 10 6.9 

Home management 68 46.9 17 11.7 51 35.2 9 6.2 

Child care 50 34.5 35 24.1 56 38.6 4 2.8 

Purchasing goods and 

services 95 65.5 12 8.3 37 25.5 1 0.7 

Left-behind Wife         

Food preparation 78 90.7 5 5.8 3 3.5 0 0 

Cleaning 68 79.1 3 3.5 14 16.3 1 1.2 

Laundry  78 90.7 3 3.5 5 5.8 0 0 

Farm work and care for 

animals 6 7 24 27.9 14 16.3 42 48.8 

Children's educational issues 2 2.3 20 23.3 54 62.8 10 11.6 

House maintenance 5 5.8 32 37.2 39 45.3 10 11.6 

Home management 9 10.5 13 15.1 55 64 9 10.5 

Child care 17 19.8 11 12.8 53 61.6 5 5.8 

Purchasing goods and 

services 13 15.1 34 39.5 39 45.3 0 0 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

This shows that unlike left-behind husbands in the extended families, those in the nuclear 

families were performing feminine roles or chores with their wives prior to their migration.  

In the nuclear family, at least 34 percent of the left-behind husbands performed household 

chores or roles such as home management; purchasing goods and services, and house 

maintenance with their spouses whereas less than 25 percent of husbands in the extended 

family performed these activities together with their spouses. This was because the extended 

families have other women who may be sisters and sisters-in-law who are available to 

support the wife to carry out feminine duties instead of the husbands performing such duties. 

Wives in the nuclear families, on the other hand, do not have the support system of sisters 

and sisters-in-law; the husband is therefore obliged to support his wives in the performance 
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of some feminine duties notwithstanding the fact that they are gender segregated. Even 

though some of the left-behind husbands disclosed in the in-depth interviews that they have 

no problem helping their wives in the kitchen and cleaning the house, those from the 

extended families especially intimated that they would gladly perform feminine chores at 

home if they are not in the same house with other family members. To them, performing 

such tasks in the presence of their parents, siblings and other relation is an affront on their 

masculine status and as husbands in the family. One of the stated that: 

You may want to support your wife in some of the house work because you just want 

to support her. The world’s changing now, and men can help their wives but, in our 

tradition, you married a wife so that she can cook and do all other house work for 

you. So, you can’t be performing such responsibilities, your father or brothers can 

even insult you or even beat you when he sees you doing that. Your friends will 

think you are not a man 

 (Mumuni, 25 years, female August, 2017, Tolon).  

 

All these indicate that husbands may want to move out of the socio-culturally stereotypical 

gendered roles but are constrained by the family environment in which they find themselves. 

This is more pronounced in extended families where the left-behind husbands are more 

likely to be coerced by the existing normative socio-cultural and societal structures to limit 

the performance of their household chore within the masculine domain even if they willingly 

want to support their wives.   

 

 On the part of the left-behind wives, about 95 percent of those practicing the extended 

family type took charge of food preparation, and laundry compared to 90.7 percent of those 

in the nuclear family.  About 15 percent more of left-behind wives in extended families were 

in charge of cleaning compared to the left-behind wives in the nuclear family (see Table 

5.1b and 5.1c). This confirms the previous discussion that husbands in the nuclear families 

are more likely to help their wives in performing feminine household chores than those in 

the extended families will do to their wives since husbands in nuclear families have the 
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liberty to support their wives in the performance of feminine roles with less or no restrictions 

from other family members. 

 

With regards to the experiences of left-behind wives and husbands in the performance of 

gendered roles, the study shows that before the migration of one spouse out of the home, 

both husbands and wives stuck to their socio-culturally assigned roles. Husbands performed 

their masculine roles whilst wives performed their feminine roles and there were no 

variations in terms of the type of family that they practice. However, both chores such as 

home child care, children’s education and home management were dominantly shared 

responsibilities between the husbands and the wives. In the extended families, other family 

relations also shared in carrying child care, children’s education, home management and 

house maintenance responsibilities with the husbands and wives because they were 

considered to have household benefit on all the family members and not just the couples 

alone. The next section discusses the experiences of left-behind wives and husbands in terms 

of the performance of their gendered roles after the migration of their spouses.  

 

5.2 Performance of Gender Roles after Migration 

Generally, after migration of wives, Table 5.2a shows that majority of the left-behind 

husbands reported that they were responsible for purchasing goods and services (87.2%), 

house maintenance (75.2%), children’s educational issues (75.2%), farm-work and care for 

animals (67.5%), and child care (62.8%) (See Table 5.12). Food preparation (54.3%), 

laundry and clothes care (46.6%) and cleaning (44.4%) became the responsibility of 

someone else other than the left-behind husband after the migration of the wife.  
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Table 5.2a Performance of household chores after migration 

Household Responsibilities 

Myself 

My 

spouse Both of us Someone else 

N % N % N % N % 

Left-behind Husband                 

Food preparation 86 36.8 13 5.6 8 3.4 127 54.3 

Cleaning 104 44.4 15 6.4 11 4.7 104 44.4 

Laundry and clothes care 106 45.3 14 6 5 2.1 109 46.6 

Farm work and care for 

animals 158 67.5 2 0.9 7 3 67 28.6 

Children's educational issues 176 75.2 3 1.3 38 16.2 17 7.3 

House maintenance 176 75.2 8 3.4 27 11.5 23 9.8 

Home management 169 72.2 2 0.9 24 10.3 39 16.7 

Child care 147 62.8 8 3.4 33 14.1 46 19.7 

Purchasing goods and 

services 204 87.2 3 1.3 22 9.4 5 2.1 

Left-behind Wife         

Food preparation 148 90.2 6 3.7 7 4.3 3 1.8 

Cleaning 142 86.6 3 1.8 13 7.9 6 3.7 

Laundry and clothes care 153 93.3 3 1.8 4 2.4 4 2.4 

Farm work and care for 

animals 23 14 19 11.6 20 12.2 102 62.2 

Children's educational issues 33 20.1 22 13.4 87 52.7 22 13.4 

House maintenance 42 25.6 21 12.8 53 32.3 48 29.3 

Home management 61 37.2 12 7.3 52 31.7 39 23.8 

Child care 77 46.6 12 7.3 57 34.8 18 11 

Purchasing goods and 

services 61 37.2 43 26.2 40 24.4 20 12.2 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017). 

 

Notwithstanding, the proportion of left-behind husbands who performed feminine chores 

such as food preparation, cleaning, and laundry increased compared to the period before the 

migration of their wives. This shows that although feminine roles were assumed by other 

people other than the left-behind husband, some left-behind husbands also took over the 

roles of their wives after their migration which they will not have ordinarily performed if 

the wives were present.  

 

After the migration of husbands, a higher proportion of left-behind wives continued to 

perform their traditionally feminine responsibilities such as: laundry and clothes care 
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(93.3%), food preparation (90.2%), cleaning (86.6%), child care (46.6%) and home 

management (37.2%). However, a larger proportion (62.2%) of left-behind wives indicated 

that farm-work and care for animals was performed by someone else other than the husband. 

They explained that because it is traditionally a masculine chore which was supposed to be 

performed by another man other than the left-behind wives. About half (52.7%) of the left-

behind wives indicated that they jointly handled children’s educational issues with their 

migrant husbands.  Masculine roles such as purchasing of goods and services and house 

maintenance which were the role of husbands prior to their migration increased in 

proportion from 17.1 percent to 37.2 percent and 7.3 percent to 25.6 percent after the 

migration of husbands. Thus, left-behind wives assumed some masculine responsibilities 

after their husbands migrated. 

 

In terms of analysis at the extended family level, Table 5.12b indicate that for the majority 

of the left-behind husbands in extended families, household chores which were performed 

by the husbands before the migration of their wives became a shared responsibility between 

husbands on one side and other household members on the other side. Left-behind husbands 

in extended families reported that other people assumed the role of preparation of food 

(64%), cleaning (48.3%), and laundry (49.4%) which were household chores hitherto 

performed predominately by the wives. With the presence of other females in extended 

family households, it is expected that the normative roles of husbands will not change since 

other females will assume the roles of the migrant wives. However, contrary to this 

expectation, a fairly higher proportion of the husbands in the extended families also reported 

that they took over their wives’ feminine roles such as: food preparation (30.3%), cleaning 

(42.7%), child care (60.7%), and laundry (42.7%).  
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Table 5.2b: Performance of household chores after migration in extended families 

Household Responsibilities 

Myself 
My 

spouse 
Both of us Someone else 

no. % no. % no. % no. % 

Left-behind Husband                   

Food preparation 27 30.3 5 5.6 0 0 57 64 

Cleaning 38 42.7 8 9 0 0 43 48.3 

Laundry  38 42.7 7 7.9 0 0 44 49.4 

Farm work and care for animals 71 79.8 0 0 1 1.1 17 19.1 

Children's educational issues 69 77.5 1 1.1 11 12.4 8 9 

House maintenance 70 78.7 3 3.4 3 3.4 13 14.6 

Home management 62 69.7 2 2.2 3 3.4 22 24.7 

Child care 54 60.7 4 4.5 8 9 23 25.8 

Purchasing goods and services 82 92.1 0 0 4 4.5 3 3.4 

Left-behind Wife         

Food preparation 74 94.9 0 0 2 2.6 2 2.6 

Cleaning 72 92.3 1 1.3 1 1.3 4 5.1 

Laundry  76 97.4 0 0 1 1.3 1 1.3 

Farm work and care for animals 14 17.9 7 9 6 7.7 51 65.4 

Children's educational issues 20 25.6 8 10.3 35 44.9 15 19.2 

House maintenance 19 24.4 9 11.5 16 20.5 34 43.6 

Home management 35 44.9 3 3.8 16 20.5 24 30.8 

Child care 43 55.1 2 2.6 22 28.2 11 14.1 

Purchasing goods and services 33 42.3 15 19.2 11 14.1 19 24.4 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

It was observed during the study that extended household in the study area have transformed 

over the years. Multiple kin nuclear families lived in the same compound house but not as 

a single unit large family which shared all things in common. Even though, some 

responsibilities were shared, food preparation, cleaning and laundry were not shared 

responsibilities in all the families which were considered as extended families, and this 

could explain why a higher proportion of left-behind husbands performed feminine 

household chores in the absence of their wives.  

 

Thus, some left-behind husbands in the extended households performed feminine roles 

whilst maintaining their masculine assigned roles as men which included: Farm work and 

care for animals (79.8%), House maintenance (78.7%), Purchasing of goods and services 
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(92.1%). Home management, child care and children’s education which are traditional 

feminine roles and were the responsibilities of wives prior to migration were assumed by 

majority of the left-behind husbands. These roles were less shared with the migrant wives 

because the wives could not perform such roles in absentia. Also, none of the migrant wives 

in the extended families carried out the role of purchasing of goods and services, this further 

emphasises that point that left-behind husbands in extended families rarely receive 

remittance from their migrant wives.  

 

After the migration of their husbands, the only masculine household chores that a greater 

proportion of left-behind wives in the extended family took over from their migrant 

husbands were purchasing goods and services (42.3%). This was probably because, since 

they were receiving remittances from their migrant husbands, they were now in the position 

to perform these roles in the absence of their husbands. However, about 65 percent and 43 

percent of the left-behind wives reported that other people took over masculine chores like 

farm work and care for animals and house maintenance respectively. With regards to 

children’s educational issues, whilst 12.4 percent of left-behind husbands in the nuclear 

families shared this chore with the migrant wives, close to 45 percent of the left-behind 

wives in extended families took charge of the roles jointly with their migrant husbands. The 

left-behind wives explained that the involvement of the fathers is important because they 

pay the school feels and ensure that the children are serious in school. 

 

The trend in which left-behind husbands in nuclear families performed their roles was not 

different from what pertained with husbands left behind in the extended households.  

 

After the migration of spouses in the nuclear families, just as the pattern was in the extended 

families, left-behind husbands shared the roles left by their migrant wives with other people. 
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Whilst a higher percentage of the left-behind husbands reported that they assumed feminine 

roles such as food preparation (40.7%), cleaning, (45.5%), laundry 46.9%) and child care 

(64.1%); a similar proportion also indicated that others filled the role gap created by the 

migration of their wives and performed these roles for them. However, only 15.9 percent of 

the left-behind husbands in the nuclear families said other people performed child care roles 

for them. Other than that the majority (64.1%) performed the child care roles in the absence 

of their wives.  

Table 5.2c: Performance of household chores after migration in Nuclear Families 

Household Responsibilities 

Myself 
My 

spouse 

Both of 

us 

Someone 

else 

no. % no. % no. % no. % 

Left-behind Husband          

Food preparation 59 40.7 8 5.5 8 5.5 70 48.3 

Cleaning 66 45.5 7 4.8 11 7.6 61 42.1 

Laundry  68 46.9 7 4.8 5 3.4 65 44.8 

Farm work and care for animals 87 60 2 1.4 6 4.1 50 34.5 

Children's educational issues 107 73.8 2 1.4 27 18.6 9 6.2 

House maintenance 106 73.1 5 3.4 24 16.6 10 6.9 

Home management 107 73.8 0 0 21 14.5 17 11.7 

Child care 93 64.1 4 2.8 25 17.2 23 15.9 

Purchasing goods and services 122 84.1 3 2.1 18 12.4 2 1.4 

Left-behind Wife         

Food preparation 74 86.0 6 7.0 5 5.8 1 1.2 

Cleaning 70 81.4 2 2.3 12 14 2 2.3 

Laundry  77 89.5 3 3.5 3 3.5 3 3.5 

Farm work and care for animals 9 10.5 12 14 14 16.3 51 59.3 

Children's educational issues 13 15.1 14 16.3 52 60.5 7 8.1 

House maintenance 23 26.7 12 14 37 43 14 16.3 

Home management 26 30.2 9 10.5 36 41.9 15 17.4 

Child care 34 39.5 10 11.6 35 40.7 7 8.1 

Purchasing goods and services 28 32.6 28 32.6 29 33.7 1 1.2 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

 

The qualitative study revealed that left-behind husbands sometimes share the child care roles 

with their mothers and mothers-in-law, but this was done based on the ages of the children. 

The very young children spent more time with their grandmothers. Left-behind wives in the 
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nuclear households dominated in the performance of their socially assigned gender roles. 

Unlike the left-behind husbands, a lesser proportion of left-behind wives in nuclear 

households delegated the roles left by their migrant husbands to other people to perform 

except for farm work and care for animals which 59.3 percent also reported that it was 

assumed by other people.  What is however, striking is the fact that a relatively higher 

proportion of the wives in the nuclear households shared some of their feminine roles like 

home management (41.9%) and child care (40.7%) with their migrant husbands. Besides, 

60.5 percent reported that they share children’s educational responsibilities with their 

migrant husbands and 33.7 percent also does same with purchasing of goods and services. 

This is because the migrant husbands have to send remittance for the wives to purchase 

services including the educational needs of the children. This also confirms previous 

findings in this study that husbands also send goods to the left-behind wives. All other 

chores were dominated by left-behind wives in nuclear families including those typically 

assigned to males.  Overall, more left-behind husbands delegated the roles of their migrant 

spouses to other people to perform than left-behind wives in nuclear households.  

 

The structure of sexual division of labour in Connell’s (1987) model of gender and power 

suggest the existence of entrenched gender disparities in division of roles. Dako Gyeke & 

Owusu, (2013) contextualized this assertion in the Ghanaian setting by explaining that in 

Ghana, men are socialised at a tender age to take up culturally defined masculine roles such 

as working outside the home and on household farms and tending the household animals. 

Younger women on the other hand are socialised to take up more feminine household roles, 

such as keeping the home, cooking chores and child care. However, previous studies on 

migration and gender suggest that socially assigned gender roles are not entrenched as being 

depicted by other studies but are more likely to change when one spouse migrates and leaves 

behind the other spouse and coupled with the fact that society keeps transforming to be in 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

154 

 

tune with global and technological trends (Oppong, 2004; Thao & Agergaard, 2012; 

Kulczycka, 2015). Thus, a left-behind husband may take over the roles and chores that were 

being performed by their migrant wives prior to their migration. Left-behind wives also 

assumed the roles and chores that were being performed by their migrant husbands before 

they migrated in order to fill the void created due to the absence of the husband. Even though 

this study found a similar practice among the left-behind wives and husbands in Northern 

Ghana where husbands assumed the traditionally feminine chores of their migrant wives 

and the vice versa, it also found that generally, the typical gendered household roles assigned 

to husbands and wives do not change with the migration of spouses. Left-behind wives and 

husbands continue to assume their socially assigned household roles and chores as men 

(husbands) and women (wives) but do not take over the performance of the roles left by 

their migrant spouses. What happens in this case is that other people other than the left-

behind spouses fill the gendered role gap created by the migrant spouses. That is, other men 

assume the roles and chores of the migrant husbands whilst other women also assume the 

roles and cores of the migrant wife. There are no variations in terms of type of family being 

practiced since families and hired labour assumed these roles depending on the gendered 

nature of the work. This study, therefore, argues that it is not always the case that left-behind 

spouses take over the roles of their migrant wives and husbands after their migration.  

 

In addition, the study found that issues concerning child welfare and training of children are 

more of masculine roles and as such more husband were involved in child care and on issues 

concerning children’s education such that a significant share of it still remained the role of 

husbands even after their migration. It was observed that more left-behind husbands 

assumed child care and child related responsibilities after the migration of their wives 

compared to left-behind wives with a lesser proportion of them jointly carrying out the role 

with their migrant husbands. For most of the left-behind wives on the other hand, child care 
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and other child related responsibilities were shared responsibility being performed by left-

behind wives and the migrant husbands through telephone conversations.  

 

One of the masculine household chores which majority of the left-behind wives could not 

take over from their migrant husbands but was rather performed by other men was farm 

work and care for animals. In the same vein, some of the left-behind husbands who could 

not assume the performance of traditionally feminine chores after the migration of their 

wives also delegated them to other women to perform.  In an attempt to explain this, Sakiba 

explained that:  

As a woman it’s not all the farms that I can cultivate personally, so my husband 

sends money to his brother who hires labours to work on his (husband’s) farm from 

planting to harvesting and I only do the drying and the storing. Since people know 

that my husband is not at home, it will not be right to be seen on his yam or maize 

farm working alone and those who work on the farm too are men. Being a woman, 

I can’t hire men to work for me, so my husband’s brother has to do that but. I 

continue to work on my farm since I cultivate the crops that I’m allowed to cultivate 

as a woman 

(Sakiba, 34 years, female, August, 2017. Tolon).    

 

On the other hand, Adamu whose wife migrated for two years without his approval told me 

that: 

How on earth do you expect a Dagomba man like me to be seen in the market buying 

food stuffs, carrying water or firewood, sweeping and bathing children and cooking 

for them because my wife has migrated? Have I become a woman overnight? Are 

there no women in my family? All the work that my wife used to do has been taken 

over by my mother and sisters, so I don’t have to perform such chores because I am 

not a woman. 

 (Adamu, 31 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

These interactions divulge how existing normative socio-cultural practices, beliefs and 

social expectations in the Northern Region affect changing gender roles even when the 

spouse migrates. Whilst left-behind husbands shy away from assuming the roles of their 

migrant wives because society considers a man who performs feminine roles as less of a 
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man and this casts a dent on his masculinity as a man, left-behind wives are also prevented 

by the same social structures from performing masculine roles even in the absence of their 

husbands. It can also be argued that changing gender roles are not constrained by the 

structure of gender division of labour only but the socio-cultural organisation of family 

typess and available support systems. Left-behind husbands and wives do not assume the 

roles of their migrant spouses because there are people around who could easily fill in or 

assume such roles for them. Gender roles only change with the migration of spouses when 

the left-behind husbands do not have female kin available to assume the roles of the wife or 

the left-behind wife also does not have male kin available to assume the role of the migrant 

husband. In such cases, the left-behind spouse has no option than to overlook the so-called 

structural gendered constraints and take responsibilities for their survival.  

 

It was revealed in the male and female focus group discussions that the constraints to left-

behind wives and husbands assuming the gendered roles of their migrant spouses vary by 

gender. Whilst left-behind wives do not want to be seen performing feminine chores because 

it will compromise their masculine status, left-behind wives are actually hindered by 

patriarchal controls. In an attempt to explain this phenomenon, the participants in the male 

focus group discussion disclosed that in recent times, there is a subtle and a seemingly 

structural limitation on women to perform masculine roles although in the past there were 

clear restrictions. Most women have not been able to break through because they have not 

made the effort to venture out, but a few are doing it. Women who are able to break such 

socio-cultural limitations are however esteemed by society. A participant in the male focus 

group noted that  

In the past when men could provide all the needs of their wives, we women doing 

men’s work was a threat to our power over them. But now thing have changed, we 

no more have that power because, we can’t provide all their needs, but we are still 

men and our integrity is important to us. So, we can’t tell them that we don’t have 

that power so they can take over our roles as men in the family. But when they decide 
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to do that we’ll not stop them since they are supporting us. Nowadays, some of the 

women have acquired their own farm lands and are cultivating male crops but we 

pretend as if we haven’t seen it. We are encouraging such women, but we can’t do 

it in public 

(An elderly male Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

The structure of the family arrangement points out that left-behind wives in nuclear families 

are more predisposed to assuming the roles of the migrant husbands compared to left-behind 

wives living in extended families. This is because, the roles of migrant husbands in extended 

families are mostly assumed by their brothers and other male relations in the household and 

not the left-behind wives. The roles of the brothers even include providing protection for 

the left-behind wife as confirmed by Yabiku et al. (2010). Due to less or no influence of 

external family members, left-behind wives in nuclear families, tend to have autonomy, and 

are in a better position to assume the roles of their husbands. Afishetu is one of the left-

behind wives who have risen above the social suppression on women to perform masculine 

assigned roles in a patriarchy community. Afishetu lives in a nuclear family with four 

children and does not understand why she cannot fill the role vacuum created by the 

migration of her husband. In her own words, she said: 

We live in our own house and there is no other family member living with us. My 

husband used to maintain the house if there is any problem and do other things that 

men are supposed to do. But now, he is not around, what prevents me from doing 

that? There is no man in the house and the children are young. I can easily find a 

mason around to work and I will pay him. After all my husband was hiring people 

to do the same work so why can’t I also do like he was doing? I am now the 

supervisor, or should I say the “forewoman” for this new building project we are 

working on. He was away and I started it. Apart from that I also do most of the 

chores he was doing like taking care of the animals, just that it is tiring but they are 

not my responsibilities 

(Afishetu, 48 years, female, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

Afishetu finds herself performing the responsibilities of her migrant husband because of the 

type of family in which she finds herself. Her counterparts in the extended families will not 

be able to easily assume the performance of their migrant husband’s responsibilities since 

masculine roles would have been taken over by the male family members. Thus, gender role 
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change is not only dependent on the migration of spouse but also on the structure of the 

family and presence or absence of other family members who have the potential of assuming 

the roles of the migrant spouses. In the same vein, Adamu, whose wife has been away for 

more than two years living behind two children said, even though he lives in a nuclear 

family, he has not assumed the feminine roles which his migrant wives left behind. Adamu 

explained in a “patriarchal” tone that:  

I can’t perform the roles of my wife because my mother and some of my sisters live 

in this community. So now they’re performing those responsibilities, they take care 

of the house and the children and other things. So even though my wife isn’t around, 

I don’t do them because I’m a man 

                                                               (Adamu, 31 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu).  

 

This shows that notwithstanding the sex of the left-behind spouse, the willingness or 

otherwise to assume the role of the migrant spouse can be hindered by the presence of other 

family members who can occupy such roles and gender roles may not change even though 

a spouse has migrated. 

 
 

5.3 Changes in Gender Roles by Background Characteristics 

In relation with the conceptual framework of the study, this section analyses the relationship 

between change in gender role, (dependent variable) and the background characteristics 

(independent variables) of left-behind spouses, using Chi-square test values. Table 5.3 

therefore presents proportions of left-behind spouses who have experienced changes in their 

gender roles. As discussed in the methodology, change in gender roles is experienced when 

a left-behind husband or wife assumes the performance of a gendered role which is socio-

culturally assigned to the migrant spouse after the migration of the spouse.  Table 5.3 first 

presents results on all left-behind spouses, and then presents separate results on left-behind 

husbands and left-behind wives. The section has only results on analysis of relationships 

that show significant association between the dependent and independent variables.  
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Table 5. 3: Change in gender roles of left-behind spouses by background characteristics 
Independent variable All Left-B Spouses Left-B Husbands  Left-B Wives 

Sex χ2 = 20.644***   

Male  78.7   

Female 57.6   

Age χ2 = 2.084 χ2 = 4.980 χ2 = 0.293 

Below 30 66.7 86.5 55.8 

30-39 73.7 80.0 60.0 

40 and above 67.9 69.8 60.0 

    

Education χ2 = 4.236 χ2 = 0.958  χ2 = 7.089* 

No Formal Education 74.0 78.8 66.7 

Basic Education 66.0 75.8 50.0 

Secondary and above 62.7 84.4 42.9 

    

Employment Status χ2 = 16.014 χ2 = 7.614* χ2 = 4.258 
Formal Employment 70.2 88.0 50.0 

Informal Employment  77.3 81.6 67.2 

Not Employed  57.0 65.4 51.3 

    

Area of Residence  χ2 = 21.000*** χ2 = 9.947** χ2 =12.477*** 
Rural Area 80.5 87.2 71.1 

Urban Area 59.5 70.3 43.9 

    

Duration of Marriage χ2 = 12.347** χ2 = 13.562** χ2 = 4.183 
Less than 5 years 60.4 67.6 48.4 

5 to 10 years 77.2 88.5 59.7 

Above to years  75.6 83.8 68.3 

    

Type of Migration χ2 = 1.872 χ2 = 3.935* χ2 = 1.424 
Permanent Migration 65.3 90.2 53.0 

Temporary Migration  72.1 76.3 62.2 

    

Family Type  χ2 = 0.502 χ2 = 0.931 χ2 = 1.872 
Extended Family 68.1 82.0 51.9 

Nuclear Family 71.4 76.7 62.5 

    

Frequency of Communication 

with Spouse 

χ2 = 1.020 χ2 = 17.890*** χ2 = 2.386 

More Frequent  71.5 87.9 55.2 

Less Frequent 66.4 64.9 72.7 

    

Receipt of Remittances χ2 = 6.633* χ2 = 0.380 χ2 = 0.804 
Yes 65.3 76.0 57.9 

No 77.4 80.7 55.0 

    

Frequency of Receipt of 

Remittance  

χ2 = 11.700** χ2 = 3.045 χ2 = 1.577 

Less than a Year 61.3 79.1 55.7 

A Year and Above 79.3 67.6 69.6 

No Remittances 77.9 81.3 55.0 

    

Home Visits of Spouses χ2 = 0.376 χ2 = 12.914*** χ2 = 0.002 
Yes 71.3 91.0 57.5 

No 68.5 71.2 57.9 

    

Latest Spousal Home Visit χ2 = 12.455** χ2 = 4.914 χ2 = 7.918* 
First half of the year 82.3 88.1 74.5 

Last half of the year 63.5 75.5 49.4 

Never Visited 67.6 74.3 54.3 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017)                              * p<.05   ** p<.01   ***p<.001 
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Generally, Table 5.3 shows that a higher proportion of left-behind husbands (78.7%) 

experienced change by assuming additional responsibilities after the migration of their 

wives compared the percentage of left-behind wives (57.6 percent) who did so. Thus, left-

behind husbands are more likely to experience change in roles by taking on the feminine 

roles of their migrant wives compared to left-behind wives. This is understandable because, 

majority of the left-behind spouses were husbands from nuclear households where changes 

in gendered roles were high among the left-behind husbands. The in-depth interviews and 

focus group discussions further confirms that left-behind husbands in nuclear households 

are able to assume feminine roles because, they have been socialised to perform feminine 

roles. It is also because; adherence to strict gendered division of labour is generally less 

stringent due to the absence of extended family members who will insist that they are 

observed. In the extended families on the other hand, left-behind husbands are hesitant at 

assuming the performance of feminine roles because they are indications of emasculation. 

Left-behind wives who are also eager to take over the performance of masculine roles are 

hindered by normative beliefs and practices related to patriarchy.   

 

In terms of the educational status of left-behind wives, Table 5.3 shows that left-behind 

wives with no formal education have a higher proportion (66.7%) that experienced gendered 

role change compared to left-behind wives with basic education and secondary or higher 

education. It shows that the lower the educational status of a left-behind wife the higher the 

possibility that her gender role will change after the migration of her husband.  This is 

because, left-behind wives with some amount of education maybe predisposed to sharing in 

the roles of their husbands prior to their migration, so performing masculine roles after 

migration may not be any new experience to them, hence report changes in their gender 

roles.  

 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



   

161 

 

The proportion of the left-behind spouses who experience role change varied among them 

according to employment status. This range from 57 percent among those who are not 

employed to 77.3 percent among those who are in informal employment. However, the 

relationship is not significant. Also, a higher percentage of left-behind husbands who are in 

formal employment (88%) experience change in their gender roles compared to those in 

informal employment (81%) and those who are not in any form of employment (64%). The 

demographic data of the respondents of this study found that left-behind spouses in formal 

employment were living in Savelugu-Naton and Sagnarigu whose residential settings are 

more urbanized and cosmopolitan in nature due to the presence of people from multiple 

social strata and also, more educated. The result of the analysis of the in-depth interviews 

further point out that left-behind husbands with these characteristics were already exposed 

to supporting their wives in performing feminine household chores before their wives 

migrated. As one of them indicated: 

I don’t consider this as a change because, I was born here and I saw my father 

performing household chores to help my mother, I also did the same work for my 

mother when I was growing up. In our home when I was growing up, there was 

nothing like girls work and boys work. I had sisters and we all did the same work. 

So, when I got married, I was doing the cooking and the sweeping and all that in the 

house. So now that my wife is away, doing these works is not a new thing so I can’t 

say there is any change in the work that I do before and now. What I’m doing now 

won’t change even when my wife returns 

     (Siedu, 36 years, male, August, 2017. Sagnarigu). 

 

Previous studies indicate that stereotypically embedded gendered roles are the result of how 

boys and girls are socialised in the roles they perform at home and in society (Brown, 1996; 

Boateng et al, 2006; Dako Gyeke & Owusu, 2013). The experiences of Siedu and other left-

behind husbands in the urban areas who also shared similar experiences. This does not only 

explain why gender roles may not change but also suggest that socialisation can be used to 

deconstruct existing gender roles which have been stereotyped over the years. Socialisation 
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can also create an egalitarian gender relation among couples where roles may not necessarily 

change as a result of spousal migration.   

 

Related to the above discussion, Table 5.3 further shows that a large proportion of the left-

behind spouses living in rural areas (80.5%) experience changes in their gender roles 

compared to the proportion of left-behind spouses living in urban areas (59.5%). A higher 

percentage of left-behind spouses in rural areas (87%) experience gender role change 

compared to those in urban areas (70.3%). 

 

Among spouses living in urban areas, the largest proportion of left-behind (70.3%) 

experience change in their gendered roles compared to the proportion of wives (43.9%) who 

live in urban areas. The sex of the left-behind spouse and the place of residence were 

significantly associated with changes in gendered roles since P<001 from the Chi-square 

test conducted. This is also the case since, in the urban areas, observance of patriarchal 

beliefs and practices tend to be less stringent and most of the couples in the urban areas live 

in nucleated households where husbands and wives share in the performance of both 

masculine and feminine household chores. Hence, both wives and husbands are exposed 

and used to performing roles outside their traditionally gendered assigned roles which is 

often not the case in the rural areas. As a result, left-behind spouses in the rural areas strictly 

observe their gendered assigned roles will experience a change in the performance of their 

gendered roles when the wife or husband migrated since that will be a new responsibility 

they will have to assume.  
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5.4 Summary 

This chapter discusses the extent to which socio-cultural division of roles according to 

gender influences the roles that left behind husbands and wives are likely to assume after 

the migration of their spouses. Before spousal migration, wives and husbands perform 

household chores and carry out responsibilities that are in line with their gendered identity 

as society expects of them. In accordance with traditionally assigned masculine and 

feminine roles, this practice conforms to Connell’s structure of gender division of labour at 

the level of society and family. However, in contrast to previous studies, gender roles and 

responsibilities did not automatically change with the spousal migration. The study argues 

that in extended households, gender roles do not change much because the male family 

members assume the roles of the migrant husband whiles the female family members 

assume the role of the migrant wife. Left-behind wives in nuclear families will even seek 

the services of both family and non-family members to perform typically masculine chores 

like farming and care for animals and house maintenance in the absence of the husband. 

However, marginal changes are influenced by socio-cultural orientation and rural-urban 

experience. The study further argues that not only is chores gendered in Dagbon societies, 

they are also graded. Males who perform feminine chores are considered to be emasculated 

but when a female performs masculine chores, she is seen as empowered woman. This 

practice therefore forced men to delegate the roles of their migrant wives to other males to 

perform.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF SPOUSAL MIGRATION  

6.0 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the benefits and challenges which left-behind spouses have 

experienced as a result of the migration of their wives or husbands.  The first section of the 

chapter specifically assesses the benefits of being a left-behind spouse based on whether 

there has been any change in the general living conditions of a left-behind spouse as a result 

of spousal migration. Changes in living conditions is ascertained by comparing the living 

conditions of left-behind spouses before the migration of their spouses with living 

conditions after their spouses migrated. This comparison is also done based on sex and type 

of family system left-behind spouses practice. The second section of the chapter also 

analyses the challenges of spousal migration on the left-behind spouses by assessing their 

level of satisfaction with current living conditions based on their sex and family type.  The 

last section of this chapter discusses the regrets of left-behind spouses on the outcome of the 

absence of their migrant spouses  

 

6.1 Benefits of Spousal Migration to Left-behind Spouses 

6.1.1 Benefits of Spousal Migration on Living Conditions  

Left-behind spouses who are the main respondents of this study were asked whether they 

have observed any changes in their living conditions as a result of the migration of their 

spouses. The purpose was to find out the proportion of left-behind spouse who have derived 

benefits from the migration of their spouses. As seen in Figure 6.1, overall, 45.5 percent of 

all left-behind spouses stated that they experienced some changes in their living conditions 

due to benefits derived from the migration of their spouses. However, 26.6 percent had not 
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experienced any changes emanating from the migration of their spouses. Some of the left-

behind spouses also stated that they do not know or are not in the position to state whether 

the migration of their spouse has brought any change to them. In terms of sex differentials, 

almost 60 percent of left-behind wives reported that they have experienced changes in their 

living conditions compared to 36.3 percent of left-behind husbands. On the other hand, a 

lesser proportion (17.7%) of left-behind wives reported that they have experienced no 

changes in their living conditions since their husbands migrated compared to 40 percent of 

left-behind husbands who also reported same. A lot more (30.8) of left-behind husbands 

refused to state whether the migration of their spouses has brought any change in their lives 

or not compared to 23.8 percent of left-behind wives who gave the same response.  

Figure 6.1: Benefits of Spousal Migration to living condition after migration 

 

Source: Fieldwork, June, 2017. 
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The qualitative study disclosed that most of the benefits that brought about changes in the 

living conditions of the left-behind spouses were traced to the receipt and usage of 

remittances. As revealed in the Chapter Four, a high proportion of left-behind wives 

received remittances compared to the proportion of left-behind husbands who received 

remittances. Thus, in terms of receipt of remittance, left-behind husbands benefitted the least 

from the migration of their wives. This therefore explains why more left-behind wives than 

left-behind husbands reported that they have experienced changes in their living conditions 

after the migration of their spouses. Left-behind spouses who did not receive any form of 

remittances from their migrant husbands or wives formed the majority of those who reported 

that they have not experienced changes in their living conditions. However, remittances 

alone did not account for the changes in the living conditions of left-behind spouses. There 

were instance where left-behind spouses experienced changes in living conditions; the case 

of Sadia is a typical example. According to her:  

Before my husband left, I used to farm but not as large as I do after the 

migration of my husband, I was able to have access to some of his farm lands 

after he migrated. So, my farm produce increased because I have larger farm 

lands and my income also increased because I cultivate more crops for sale. 

So, I’ll say even though, my husbands doesn’t send remittances, my living 

condition is now better because of the land I got and the peace of mind that 

I have now all because of his absence 

(Sadia, 38 years, female, August, 2017, Kumbungu). 

 

Deriving benefits from the migration of spouses even without remittances was a common 

experience even among some left-behind husbands and wives. This is to argue that left-

behind spouses who were being overly controlled and abused by their spouses before 

migration felt liberated when their spouses migrated.  This gave them the physical and 

mental freedom to engage in other economic ventures which they were not engaged in when 

their spouses were living with them. Paiewonsky (2017), found that migrant wives who 

escaped from unhappy marriages or violent husbands considered it as a benefit derived from 

migration. This study however, found that left-behind spouses who found themselves in 
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similar situations also considered the migration of their spouses not only as a benefit but 

also as an improvement in their living conditions. 

 

6.1.2 Living Conditions of Left-behind Spouses after Migration 

The migration of a husband or wife usually engenders multi-faceted transformations which 

often enhances the livelihoods of the left-behind spouse and the family members left at home 

in general. Conversely, it is worth noting that the absence of the husband or wife from the 

home may also result in a deterioration of the living conditions of the left-behind spouses 

especially those in relatively poor households. This situation tends to occur when the 

migrant spouses does not remit the family back home. This section therefore enhances our 

knowledge on the impact of spousal migration on living conditions of left-behind spouses 

in the Northern Region of Ghana. Living conditions were measured using the following 

eight indicators: Housing, Social Status, Savings, Personal Possession, Education/training, 

Health Status and Occupation of the left-behind spouses. The respondents were asked to 

compare their current living conditions with their living conditions before the migration of 

their spouses based on the indicators stated above and assess the extent to which the 

migration of their spouses has impacted on each of the indicators. The impact of spousal 

migration on the living conditions of left-behind spouses measured based on the changes 

experienced with regards to the indicators. Three measures of change were used: No Change 

to mean the absence of improvement in living conditions as a result of spousal migration. 

Minimum Change means that there is some amount of positive transformation in the living 

conditions of left-behind spouses as a result of spousal migration; and Maximum Change 

which indicates that the left-behind spouses have experienced greater improvement in their 

conditions of living due to the migration of the spouses. 
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With reference to the survey data, Table 6.1 show that on the average and with respect to 

all the indicators for determining the conditions of living adopted by this study, about 80 

percent of the left-behind spouses have experienced some form of changes in their living 

conditions as a result of the migration of their spouses. However, a little above 20 percent 

of the left-behind spouses reported that they have not experienced any change and therefore 

no improvement in their conditions of living which can be traced to the migration of their 

spouses whilst close to 50 percent of them have experienced minimum changes in their 

living conditions as a result of the migration of their wives or husbands, and 26 percent of 

all the left-behind spouses have experienced maximum changes in their living conditions as 

a result of the migration of their spouses.  

 

Among those who experienced no change in their living conditions as a result of the spousal 

migration, the largest percentage was on education/training (32%), occupations (24%), 

Housing (21%) personal possession (19%) and health status (20%). For those who 

experienced minimum change in their living conditions, the largest proportions were on 

housing (63%), social status (61%), personal possession (59%) and savings (56%). This 

finding is in line with the migration literature which states that spousal migration does not 

always benefit all left-behind spouses. This therefore explains the variations in the level of 

changes in living conditions of the left-behind spouses. Even though a lesser percentage of 

left-behind spouses reported that they have experienced maximum changes in their living 

conditions due to the migration of their spouses, the highest percentage of those who 

experienced this type of change was in food (37%) education/ training (35%), savings (30%) 

and health status (28%). Spousal migration had the least impact on the education/training of 

left-behind spouses probably because most of them have no formal education and since they 

are already above the formal school age, there was no need for them to seek education.  
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Table 6.1: Conditions of living of left-behind spouses after Migration 

  Aspect of life 

  No Change          Minimum Change  Maximum Changed 

      N               %       N          %      N          % 

All Left-behind Spouses 

(N= 400)       

Housing 39 21.5 115 63.5 27 14.9 

Food 17 9.4 97 53.6 67 37.0 

Social status 30 16.6 111 61.3 40 22.1 

Savings 25 13.8 102 56.4 54 29.8 

Personal possession 35 19.3 106 58.6 40 22.1 

Education/training 58 32.0 60 33.1 63 34.8 

Health Status 36 19.9 94 51.9 51 28.2 

Occupation 43 23.8 92 50.8 46 25.4 

Left-behind Husbands 

(N= 235)       

Housing 21 21.9 64 66.7 11 11.5 

Food 8 8.3 60 62.5 28 29.2 

Social status 16 16.7 64 66.7 16 16.7 

Savings 16 16.7 61 63.5 19 19.8 

Personal possession 20 20.8 57 59.4 19 19.8 

Education / training 31 32.3 41 42.7 24 25.0 

Health Status 18 18.8 61 63.5 17 17.7 

Occupation 22 22.9 54 56.3 20 20.8 

Left-behind Wives        

(N= 165)       

Housing 18 21.2 51 60.0 16 18.8 

Food 9 10.6 37 43.5 39 45.9 

Social status 14 16.5 47 55.3 24 28.2 

Savings 9 10.6 41 48.2 35 41.2 

Personal possession 15 17.6 49 57.6 21 24.7 

Education / training 27 31.8 19 22.4 39 45.9 

Health Status 18 21.2 33 38.8 34 40.0 

Occupation 21 24.7 38 44.7 26 30.6 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

Field observation showed that a few of them were into various artisanal apprenticeships. 

The in-depth interviews also revealed that most of the left-behind spouses could access 

health service after their spouses migrated than before due to the remittances received and 

they have had excess income which improved their savings. 
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Further analysis points out that among those who experienced changes in their living 

condition, more than one-third (37%) experienced maximum changes in the food they eat 

and education/training of their children (35%).  Apart from education / training of children, 

over half of these left-behind spouses witnessed minimum changes in all aspects of their 

lives.  Overall, over 90 percent of the left-behind spouses experienced changes in the food 

they eat upon the migration of their spouses.  

 

In terms of the analysis on sex variances and housing of left-behind spouses, 22 percent of 

left-behind husbands and 21 percent of left-behind wives experienced no changes in their 

housing conditions after the migration of their spouses. In the same vein, about 4 percentage 

points more of left-behind husbands than left-behind wives experienced minimum change 

in their housing conditions whilst about 7 percent more of left-behind wives than left-behind 

husbands experienced maximum changes in their housing conditions due to the migration 

of spouses. A higher proportion of left-behind husbands experienced no changes or 

minimum changes in their housing conditions compared to left-behind wives whilst a higher 

percentage of left-behind wives compared to left-behind husbands also experienced more 

improvement in their housing conditions because, the remittances sent by the migrant 

husbands was used to improve the housing conditions of the home. This finding is confirmed 

by Teye, et al, (2017) who state that male migrants are more likely to invest their remittances 

into ventures such as building or renovation of houses whilst the remittances from female 

migrants are mostly spent on food and another related household consumption. A lesser 

proportion of left-behind husbands therefore did not experience improvement in their 

housing conditions because a few of the migrant wives remitted to their husbands as 

discussed in Chapter Four of this study. 
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Generally, at least, two out of every five of the left-behind wives who experienced change 

in their living condition saw maximum change in the food they eat, education / training, 

savings and health.  Most of the left-behind husbands on the other hand reported minimum 

changes in their housing, food, social status, savings, career, health, and business 

development.  But one-third of the left-behind husbands indicated they have not realised 

any change in career and education / training of their children.   

 

The largest percentage of left-behind wives experienced minimum changes in housing 

(60%), personal possession (57.6%), social status (55.3%) and savings (48.2%). A higher 

proportion of left-behind husbands also recorded minimum changes in housing (66.7%), 

social status (66.7%), Savings (63.5%), health (63.5%), food (62.5), personal possession 

(59.4%). Comparatively, it is clear from the data presented that left-behind husbands were 

the dominant gender group among left-behind spouses who experienced no change and 

minimum change in their living conditions after the migration of their spouses. However, 

left-behind wives also constituted the dominant gender group among the left-behind spouses 

who experienced maximum change in their living conditions after the migration of their 

spouses.  

 

On the whole, the qualitative study confirms the survey as illustrated in Table 6.1 that the 

majority of left-behind spouses who experienced improvement in their living conditions as 

a result of spousal migration were left-behind wives compared to left-behind husbands. 

Thus, left-behind wives are more likely to derive more benefits from the migration of their 

husbands than left-behind husbands would. This is because, as discussed in the previous 

sections, a higher proportion of left-behind wives received remittances from their husbands 

more than the proportion of left-behind husbands who received remittances from their 

migrant wives. Migrant husbands sent remittances to improve the livelihoods of their wives 
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and children as a way of fulfilling their masculine responsibilities as husbands and head of 

the household. Migrant wives on the other hand sent remittances to their homes because, 

they are socialised to be responsible for their parents and not husbands. The remittance 

received by the left-behind wives therefore translated into improving their living conditions. 

 

Some of the left-behind husbands, however reported that they rather experienced a 

deterioration in their living conditions when after their wives migrated. They experienced a 

void in the home as a result of the absence of their wives and had nothing to compensate for 

it. Even though some left-behind husbands admitted receiving remittance during the in-

depth interviews, the quantity of the remittances was not substantial enough to bring any 

meaningful transformations unto their living conditions. In the words of a 36-year-old left-

behind husband: 

I’ll say my living conditions is rather worse since my wife left. I’ve to take care of 

the children and do something in the house in the morning before I can go to work, 

and I’m always tired. Now I don’t go to work as often as I used to go and the days 

that I go to work, I am late. You see, I get money when I go to work, and you know 

what happens when I don’t go. As a result, I have lost a lot of income which would 

have made my life better. And my brother, she told me she was going to work but 

she has never sent money to support me, apart from clothing for the children. Maybe 

she is yet to be paid, I don’t know 

 (Fatawu, 36 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

 Fatawu’s experience demonstrates how some left-behind husbands have been made 

relatively worse off because they receive less from their migrant wives to fill the socio-

economic vacuum created by migration. These findings therefore corroborate the study by 

Demurger (2015) who argued that when an important member of a household such as a 

spouse migrates, the left behind household members are likely to be affected in two primary 

mechanisms of the migration. The migration can either bring additional income to the family 

in the form of remittances which will improve the living conditions of family back home in 

terms of education, health, housing or investments. Equally, the absence of an important 
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and economically viable member of a family like a husband or wife is likely to disrupt the 

usual operations of the family and may result in discomforting conditions by creating extra 

burden on the family members who do not migrate. Hence the migration of husbands 

brought improvement in the living conditions of most left-behind wives because they send 

remittance to compensate for their absence however, a lesser proportion of left-behind 

husbands experienced such improvement because the migrant wives could not compensate 

for their absence and the associated adverse effects.  

 

6.2 Level of satisfaction with living conditions before and after migration 

This section of the study measures how satisfied the left-behind spouses were with the 

migration of their spouses. Level of satisfaction was measured by comparing their level of 

satisfaction with their living conditions before and after the migration of their spouses. The 

survey shows that generally, over 79 percent of the left-behind spouses were satisfied with 

their living conditions before their spouses migrated. Nearly two out of every five of the 

spouses left behind were very satisfied with their living condition before their spouses 

migrated. None of the spouses stated that he or she was not at all satisfied with his or her 

living condition before his or her spouse migrated. Thus, the majority of the left-behind 

spouses were at least content with their livelihoods and economic status before their spouses 

migrated as illustrated in Figure 6.2. 
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Figure 6.2: Left-behind spouses’ satisfaction with living conditions before migration 

 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

Migration of spouses, however, resulted in changes in the level of satisfaction with general 

living conditions of the left-behind spouses. A higher percentage of the left-behind spouses 

became dissatisfied with their living conditions after the migration of their spouses, 

however, the changes were nonetheless marginal. The proportion of left-behind spouses 

who were very satisfied (38%) with their living conditions before the migration of their 

spouses dropped by 5 percentage points to 33 percent after their spouses migrated. Those 

who were satisfied with their living conditions before the migration of their spouses 

however increased by a one percentage point after their spouses migrated.  A close look at 

Figure 6.3 shows that one out of every three left-behind spouses was very satisfied with 

their living condition after their spouses migrated. Nine percent of the remaining ones were 

indifferent.  
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Figure 6.3: Left-behind spouses’ satisfaction with living conditions after migration 

 

Source: Fieldwork (June 2017) 

The left-behind spouses who were indifferent about the absence of their spouses expressed 

mixed-feelings about the decision of their spouses to migrate. Even though they admitted 

that the migration of their spouses brought some benefits, it also brought its own challenges 

which made it difficult for them to weigh the benefits and the costs. One of such left-behind 

spouses explained:  

What can I say, hmmmm, after he migrated, things are better in the family, our house 

has been renovated, and he sends some money and other materials that we use in the 

house all the time but there is no man in this house. Look around, all these houses 

have men who do something for women. Now am I a man or woman? So, his absence 

created some problems that the money and the things he brings cannot compensate 

for which is my happiness and safety. The children get new cloths all the time and 

they are happy, but I am not happy but at the same time, they also want to have their 

father around, so his absence is good but not so good 

 (Mother, 36 years, female, August, 2017, Savelugu).  

 

We were having some financial problems before she joined her aunt in Accra, 

feeding of the children and their school was a problem, but now, the children are in 

a good school and paying their fees is no more a problem. Everything is okay now, 

but the children now live with her mother (mother of migrant wife). Sometimes she 

sends me clothes and money for myself. So now I have money all the time and I am 

able to save some. But my worry is that it is her mother who is training them, I don’t 

have the opportunity to train my own children how I want them to be when they 

grow up. They used to go to Islamic school on weekends but that has stopped, and 

they also go to church with their grandmother, but I am a Muslim and I want my 
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children to be trained the Muslim way. So, you see how it is. It is always not about 

the financial comfort, but the feature of my children is my worry 

 (Baba, 41 years, male, August, 2017, Savelugu). 

 

The absence of spouses has repercussions on the level of satisfaction of both left-behind 

wives and husbands. Thus, amidst the benefits that come with the migration, there are some 

challenges that they wish could have been prevented if the spouse had stayed back home. 

The kind of challenge associated with satisfaction as stated by Baba is also gendered and 

clearly demonstrating gender division of labour. Whilst all left-behind wives who had 

children were able to keep their children with them in the absence of their husbands, some 

left-behind husbands, especially those in nuclear households could not care for the children 

after the migration of their wives since caring for very young children is regarded a feminine 

responsibility which men cannot play adequately.  

 

Figure 6.4: Satisfied with living condition before and after migration  

 

Source: Fieldwork, June, 2017. 
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percent after their spouses migrated as indicated earlier. However, with regards to sex 

differentials, the percentage of left-behind husbands who reported that they were satisfied 

with their living conditions before their wives migrated reduced from 80.8 percent to 72.6 

percent after the migration of their wives. On the other hand, the proportion of left-behind 

wives who reported being satisfied with their living condition before the migration of their 

husbands increased from 76.2 percent to 79.3 percent after the migration of their husband 

indicating that left-behind wives tend to be more satisfied with the migration of their 

husbands whilst left-behind husbands are dissatisfied with the migration of their husbands. 

As discussed in Chapter Four of this study, most left-behind husbands were in support of 

the migration of their wives because the absence of the wife created a feminine chore gap 

which they could not get a replacement. Even those who got other female family members 

to assume the role of their migrant wives lamented. As Mumuni intimated:  

I have some family members who are doing some of my wife’s work for her, but 

they aren’t my wife. They aren’t the people that I got married to. So, they can’t do 

everything that my wife is supposed to do. I hope you understand me because you 

are also a man. Even some of the things, if they don’t do it the way you want, you 

can’t complain because, they’re only helping you. So, you’ll not be happy with it, 

but you can’t complain. So, I want my own wife to be around and do these things 

for me. After all, thing from what she’s doing down south comes to me here 

     (Mumuni, 35 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

 Just like Mumuni, some of the left-behind husbands were therefore not happy with the 

migration of their wives because they needed their wives to be home to perform the 

household chores for them. Those in mostly nuclear households who did not get the 

feminine support were also not happy because they have to combine both masculine and 

feminine roles whilst not deriving any benefits from the migration of their wives. With 

regards to the left-behind wives, even though some were not happy with the absence of their 

husbands, the majority reported that they experienced an improvement in their livelihood 

through the remittances that they received from their migrant husbands. Left-behind 
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husbands who did not get domestic support however did not only report about not benefiting 

from remittance from their migrant wives. But they were more concerned about the 

increasing domestic and occupational responsibilities that they have been enduring after the 

migration of their spouses. They incurred extra expenditure because other women (both kin 

and non-kin) were engaged to perform some feminine roles that were hitherto performed by 

their wives. These were unpaid domestic work that are the responsibility of the wives in 

accordance with the structure of gender division of roles in the study area. 

 

6.3 General Living Conditions of Left-behind Spouses  

This section of the thesis analyses the general level of satisfaction of left-behind spouses by 

sex and the type of families in which they live. The purpose is to find out if sex and family 

type will present similar or varied experiences for the left-behind spouses. As illustrated in 

Table 6.2, before the migration of spouses, the largest proportion (42.7%) of left-behind 

spouses from extended families were satisfied with their living conditions. In terms of sex 

dynamics, a slightly higher percentage (43.8%) of left-behind husbands from the extended 

families was satisfied with their general conditions of living compared to wives (41.5%) in 

the same type of families.  In the same vein, a higher proportion of left-behind husbands 

(30%) in extended families were very satisfied with their general living conditions compared 

to 26 percent of left-behind wives in extended families. A higher proportion of left-behind 

wives than left-behind husbands were not satisfied with their living conditions probably due 

to the patriarchal and hierarchical control of livelihood resources in the extended family 

where females are less involved. In the nuclear family on the other hand, the higher 

proportion (44.6%) of left-behind spouses was very satisfied with their living conditions. 

About 45 percent of left-behind wives and 44.5 percent of left-behind husbands were very 

satisfied with their living conditions. The proportion of left-behind husbands and wives in 

the nuclear families who were satisfied and those who were not satisfied with their living 
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conditions were almost the same. Table 6.2 further shows that before the migration of 

spouses, left-behind wives in nuclear families were more satisfied with their conditions of 

living than left behind wives in extended households and more left-behind husbands in 

nuclear families compared to those in extended families were satisfied with their living 

conditions.  

 

Table 6.2 also illustrates that the proportion of both left-behind husbands and wives in 

extended families who were very satisfied with their living conditions reduced drastically 

after their spouses migrated. The largest proportion was just satisfied with their conditions 

of living after the migration of their spouses. However, a higher proportion (53.2%) of left-

behind wives in the extended families were satisfied with their living conditions compared 

to after the migration of their husbands to 44.9 percent of the left-behind husbands in the 

same type of family. In all, close to two-thirds (62.6%) of left-behind spouses reported that 

they were very satisfied with their living conditions after their spouse migrated. In the 

nuclear families, a higher proportion of wives (45.9%) than the husbands (44.5%) were very 

satisfied with their living conditions after the migration of their husbands.  
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Table 6.2: Satisfaction with Living Conditions before Migration  

 

Family Type 

Level of 

Satisfaction 

           

 Sex of Left-behind Spouse 

 

Before Migration of 

Spouse 

 L-B Husbands L-B Wives Total 

N % N % N % 

 

Extended family Very Satisfied 27 30.3 20 25.9 47 28.3 

Satisfied 39 43.8 32 41.5 71 42.7 

Neutral 11 12.3 13 16.8 24 14.4 

Not Satisfied 12 13.4 12 15.5 24 14.4 

Total 89 100.0 77 100.0 166        

100.0 

Nuclear Family Very Satisfied 64 44.5 40 45.9 104 44.6 

Satisfied 59 40.4 34 40.0 93 39.9 

Neutral 11 7.5 6 6.8 17 7.2 

Not Satisfied 12 8.2 7 8.0 19 8,1 

    Total 146 100.0 87 100.0 233 100.0 

   

   

After Migration of Spouse 

 

Extended family Very Satisfied 15 16.8 12 15.5 27 16.2 

Satisfied 40 44.9 41 53.2 81 48.7 

Neutral 13 14.6 11 14.2 24 14.4 

Not Satisfied 20 22.4 12 15.5 32 19.2 

Not at all 

Satisfied 

1 1.1 1 1.2 2 1.2 

 Total 

 

89 100.0 77 100.0 166 100.00 

Nuclear Family Very Satisfied 64 43.8 40 45.9 104 62.6 

Satisfied 51 34.9 36 41.3 87 52.4 

Neutral 10 6.8 4 4.5 14 8.4 

Not Satisfied 20 13.6 7 8.0 27 16.2 

Not at all 

Satisfied 

1 0.6 0 0.0 1 0.6 

Total 146 100 87 100.0 233 100.0 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 

 

Generally, Table 6.2 shows that when husbands migrate, many left-behind wives benefit 

from the migration and experience enhancement in their living conditions compared to left-

behind husbands.  Also, in terms of family type disaggregation, most of the wives left-

behind in nuclear families reported changes in their living conditions than the wives left-

behind in extended families. As a result, left-behind husbands and wives left-behind in 

nuclear households were more socially and economically fulfilled due to the migration of 

their spouses. The previous discussions of this study have demonstrated that a higher 
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proportion of left-behind spouses in nuclear households and wives left-behind in extended 

households receive more remittances which probably made them satisfied with their general 

conditions of living. During the in-depth interviews, some of the interviewees disclosed that 

migration has augmented their social and economic lives and has made them more satisfied 

and fulfilled in life compared to when their spouses were at home. As noted by Ajarah, 26 

years old and a mother of two boys: 

I want to tell you the truth, my family is not the same since my husband migrated. 

You’re a stranger; you won’t understand the hardship we went through before he 

left. When I was pregnant, getting food and money for hospital was a problem. We 

had to borrow from our neighbours; we suffered in our own home town. But now, 

we have a better room to sleep, we have paid all our debts, and all these happened 

after my husband went to Kumasi, so I am comfortable now 

(Ajarah, 26 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

In Ajarah’s case, her food and accommodation has seen improved greatly and she is now in 

a better position to afford health care for herself and her two children. 

 

Other left-behind husbands also recounted how the migration of their wives has improved 

the living conditions of their family which would not have happened if their wives had not 

migrated to work in the southern part of Ghana. Most of them attributed these 

transformations in their socio-economic lives to the remittances sent by their spouses. These 

findings are consistent with some studies in Asia which suggest that the migration of spouses 

results in economic benefits to their family back home by means of the financial transfers 

that they receive (See for example, Rahman, 2013; Ullah, 2016). The monetary and non-

monetary transfers improve their living conditions.  

 

Migration also comes with negative impact on left-behind spouses. Some studies show the 

social benefits that migration has on families (Démurger, 2015) and spouse left-behind. 
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 Some left-behind husbands also expressed their dissatisfaction with their general conditions 

of living by recounting their adverse experiences that started with the migration of their 

wives. One of such husbands is Mumuni who said: 

How do you expect me to be satisfied with these living conditions? My old mother 

has to fetch water, carry fire-wood, clean the house and cook food before I can get 

some to eat when my wife is somewhere, I don’t even know. If you spoke with other 

men and they are ok with it, I’m not. I married because my mother is old and cannot 

work in the house and not for my wife to run away in the name of travelling. 

Sometimes my brothers’ wives have to support her, and this’s a shame on me. I’ve 

given her up to the end of this year, if she doesn’t return; I’ll marry another wife to 

take care of me and my mother…  

(Mumuni, 35 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

The views of Mumuni were common among left-behind husbands mostly from the extended 

families. These are husbands who did not support the migration of their wives in the first 

place and did not derive any benefit from their migration as other husbands did. They felt 

they have lost their masculinity as husbands because they could not keep their wives with 

them. They expected their wives to stay home with them and be wives, not attempt to be 

breadwinners. These sentiments possibly emanated from their patriarchal socialisation that 

they have the right to work outside the home and wives must be home and care for the 

family. Wives can only work outside the home with the husband’s consent. These outcomes 

are as a result of the gendered segregation of roles and power wrought by socio-cultural 

beliefs and practices entrenched at the societal and family levels as argued by the Theory of 

Gender and Power. 

 

6.4 Attitude of Left-behind Spouses towards absence of Spouse 

Conjugal relationships generate important forms of attachment bond which have mixed 

outcomes when the partners live together or apart. Most often, adults in such relationships 

exchange affection, support, comfort and security when they are living together (Ainsworth 

& Eichberg, 1991). Implicitly, husbands and wives develop unique emotional and 
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psychological bond whilst they are together, and discomfort and insecurity may set in when 

they live apart possibly due to the migration of one partner. According to Bowlby’s (1982), 

the separation of a spouse from his or her attachment figure tend to trigger emotional traits 

such as: despair, depression, apprehension, panic, resentment and grief. In line with this 

postulation, the left-behind spouses were asked to indicate how they feel with the absence 

of their spouses who are their attachment figures.  

 

The survey data in Figure 6.3 illustrate that generally, 15.6 percent of the left-behind spouses 

were very happy about the absence of their spouses and 23.4 percent of the entire sample 

were fairly happy with the absence of their spouses. The highest percentage (32.4%) of these 

left-behind spouses were however indifferent about the absence of their spouses. Overall, 5 

percent of the left-behind spouses reported that they were very sad about the absence of their 

spouses. With reference to the sex differences, 6 percent more of left-behind husbands and 

left-behind wives expressed sadness or were unhappy about the absence of their spouses. A 

lot more (29.3%) of left-behind wives were happy about the absence of their husbands whilst 

19.2 percent of the left-behind husbands indicated that they were happy about the absence 

of their wives. Also, close to eight percent of left-behind husbands and a little above one 

percent of left-behind wives were very sad because their spouses were not with them. 

Although 2.6 percent of left-behind husbands were very happy about the absence of their 

spouses, the proportion of left-behind wives who were either very happy or happy was more 

than the proportion recorded by the left-behind husbands.  Also, just about 1.2 percent of 

left-behind wives were very sad compared to 7.7 percent of left-behind husbands.  These 

differences were found to be significant given a p-value of 0.004 from a Fisher’s exact test.  

This shows that overall, left-behind wives are more likely to be happy and satisfied about 

the migration of their husbands compared to left-behind husbands whilst left-behind 

husbands are more likely to be sad or dissatisfied about the migration of their wives 
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compared to left-behind wives. This outcome is influenced by socio-cultural organisation 

of the study area. 

Figure 6.5:  Left-behind spouses’ feeling about the absence of spouse 

 
Source: Fieldwork, June, 2017. 

 

The qualitative interviews confirm the survey findings that a significant proportion of left-

behind wives were happy with the migration of their husbands than the left-behind husbands 

are happy with the migration of their wives. Aside the fact that left-behind wives benefited 

more than left-behind husbands from the remittances of their migrant spouses which tends 

to make the left-behind wives more comfortable with the absence of their husbands, data 

from both male focus group discussion and the in-depth interviews disclose that a good 

number of left-behind husbands were not happy with the absence of their wives not because 

their wives were not sending them remittance, but because of the social ridiculing and the 

downgrading associated with having a migrant wife. These left-behind husbands indicated 

that they received ridiculous comments from the community and close associates because 

they have migrant wives. 
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Nowadays, we’re told that the girls who go down south do prostitution to get money. 

So, people don’t want their wives to go again. So, when your wives go there, and 

then will do prostitution and it is because you are not strong enough to prevent her 

from going. As for the women, it’s even good for them when their husband migrates 

to down south because, it’s the duty of the man to go out and work. No one will call 

a woman names because her husband has travelled. But for a man to be home and 

the women will even travel outside the town to work, aaba, you are not a man, yes, 

the people see you as a lazy man who cannot support your home. So, you want your 

wife to sleep with other men to survive. Even your wife’s family members will not 

respect you. So how can I say I am happy because my wife has travelled to down 

south? I cannot be happy about that. My friends insult me when they see me doing 

some things that my wife should have done. Sometimes, I ignore them, but it hurts 

me seriously 

            (Adama, 43 years, male, August 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

Many left-behind husbands were less satisfied or not happy with the migration of their wives 

because of the feeling of falling short of the expectations that society has for them as men 

and husbands. Most of the reasons cited by Adama which also reflected the views other left-

behind husbands for their unhappiness or dissatisfaction with the absence of their wives 

were more geared towards adhering to the expectations of society than their personal 

expectations and benefits. Nonetheless, the few left-behind wives who were also not happy 

with the absence of their husbands expressed personal feeling of being in a state of 

loneliness and handicapped because of the absence of their husbands coupled with the 

challenges they face in assuming the roles of the migrant husbands. They were not bothered 

about the expectations of society because they were fulfilling these expectations by staying 

at home and performing their feminine duties of maintaining the home whilst their husbands 

are outside performing their masculine duties. The varied gendered experiences resonate the 

social segregation of gender roles and power that society expects men and women. Since 

men have been given relatively superior power over women (Connell, 1987), husbands who 

are unable to control the migration of their wives feel emasculated and disappointed because 

they have failed to be in control of their home as socially expected hence their grieving 

about their wives’ absence. 
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Some left-behind wives were of the opinion that they are happy with the migration of their 

husbands because, through migration, their migrant husband could provide the needs of the 

family which were not possible before the migration.  Others were also very happy about 

the migration of their husbands because they were always able to stay in touch with each 

other through telephone communication. Some wives were happy about the prospects from 

the migration of their husbands even though the current gain from migration is just marginal. 

They were hopeful because their migrant husbands were furthering their education or 

learning a vocation. A few of the left-behind husbands also expressed these feelings. 

According to Fatawu, a left-behind husband: 

 My wife wasn’t working when she was here, but she’s now learning hair dressing 

in Accra, she’ll have her own work and earn income when she finishes. I am happy 

about that not because she’ll give me her money, but it’ll reduce some of the 

financial responsibilities I have towards her. I will not buy underwear for her again 

when she has her own work 

 (Fatawu, 34 years, make, August, 2017, Tolon). 

Whilst some husbands are sad about the migration of their wives due to the additional 

burden it has brought, Fatawu is happy and optimistic about how the migration of his wife 

will culminate into reducing his current financial burden. However, the left-behind wives 

were happy about the benefits that the husband will bring. The views of Fatawu and that of 

the left-behind wives are all connected with the gendered roles that men and women are 

expected to play. Left-behind husbands aware of their traditionally masculine role as the 

breadwinning of their households hence, they are not expecting remittances from the 

migrant wives before carrying out their role. Most of the left-behind wives on the other hand 

derive the joy of spousal migration from the remittance that the husband is supposed to send 

because it is the responsibility of the husbands to provide for the home and the wife 

maintains the home based on the model of gender division of labour. 
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6.5 Regrets on Migration of Spouses  

After discovering the attitudes of left-behind spouses on the migration of their husbands and 

wives, the study then sought to find out their regrets or disappointment toward the migration 

of their spouses and the subsequent absence from the home and their responsibilities. The 

left-behind spouses were asked whether they had any regrets about the migration of their 

spouses. The responses were in both affirmative and negative. These responses were 

analysed based on the sex and types of families in which the left-behind spouse were living. 

The results of the analysis show that on the whole, about 23 percent left-behind spouses 

responded in the affirmative whilst a little above half (52.5%) of them responded in the 

negative indicating that, they have no regrets about the migration of their spouses. The rest 

of the left-behind spouses (23.6%) were indifferent. (See Table 6.3). However, in terms of 

sex differentials, close to 30 percent of left-behind husbands expressed regret about the 

migration of their wives whilst half of that proportion (15.2%) of left-behind wives 

expressed the same sentiment about the migration of their husbands. Among those who 

expressed no regret about the migration of their spouses, larger percentages (63.4%) of them 

were left behind wives compared to 45 percent of left-behind husbands. 

Table 6.3: Regrets about Migration of Spouse  

Regrets 

Male Female All 

no. % no. % no. % 

Extended Family             

Yes 27 30.3 15 19.2 42 25.1 

Neutral 29 32.6 17 21.8 46 27.5 

No 33 37.1 46 59 79 47.3 

Nuclear Family       

Yes 43 29.7 10 11.6 53 22.9 

Neutral 30 20.7 18 20.9 48 20.8 

No 72 49.7 58 67.4 130 56.3 

All       

Yes 70 29.9 25 15.2 95 23.9 

Neutral 59 25.2 35 21.3 94 23.6 

No 105 44.9 104 63.4 209 52.5 

Source: Fieldwork, (June, 2017) 
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 These differences were found to be statistically associated (P=0.000) from a Pearson’s chi-

squared test. Thus left-behind wives are less likely to have regrets about the migration of 

their husbands compared to left-behind husbands. This is because, the migrant husbands are 

meeting the expectations of society by migrating to work in order to meet their social 

responsibilities as the heads of the home which is the society’s primary expectation of every 

husband. Conversely, the left-behind husbands who expressed regret about the migration of 

their wives disclosed in the in-depth interviews that, they expected their wives to remain 

home to perform their feminine chores, because their absence have created a void in 

performance of household chore and the consequence of their absence on the left-behind 

husbands is not compensated by the outcome of their migration as the migrant husbands do. 

Thus, whilst migrant husbands are able to carry out their breading roles whilst away, the 

migrant wives are unable to carry out their domestic responsibilities as wives. Even though 

Darkwah et al. (2016) and Pickbourn (2011) established that wives especially the cooking 

wives use migration as a means of earning income to meet their part of the household 

provisioning to their families and also as a way of supporting the women who assumed their 

household responsibilities. This study found that a significant proportion of migrant wives 

rather sent remittance to support their natal homes instead of their conjugal home. This 

happening therefore culminated in left-behind husbands not being happy about the 

migration of their wives. 

 

With regard to family type and sex analysis, Table 6.5 also shows that a larger percentage 

(30.3%) of husbands left-behind in extended families expressed regret about the migration 

of their wives compared to 19.2 percent of left-behind wives in the same type of family 

setting. Correspondingly, larger percentages (29.7%) of husbands left-behind in nuclear 

families compared to 11.6 percent of left-behind wives in nuclear families have regret about 

the migration of their spouses. On the other hand, a higher proportion of left-behind wives 
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than husbands also reported that they have no regrets about the migration of their husbands 

in both extended and nuclear family types. Thus, 67.7 percent of left-behind wives against 

49.7 percent of left-behind husbands from nuclear families and 59 percent of left-behind 

wives against 37.1 percent of left-behind husbands from extended families respectively had 

no regrets about the absence of their spouses.  

 

This indicates that, even though, more left-behind husbands than left-behind wives have 

regrets about the migration of their spouses, a lesser proportion of left-behind husbands in 

nuclear families compared to those from the extended families are likely to express regrets 

about the absence of their wives. This is because of the dissimilarity in the constitution, 

structure and organisation of the extended and nuclear types of families. The data from both 

survey and qualitative study points out that, left-behind husbands in the nuclear families are 

able to manage the absence of their wives better and this is because they are not living in 

the same household with other family members unlike those in the extended families. The 

absence of any kin influences therefore makes the left-behind husbands in nuclear families 

immune from the apprehension to exhibit their masculine qualities as expected of them by 

society; because they have fallen short of the expectations of society.  Besides, the study 

also shows that a higher percentage of left-behind husbands in nuclear families receive 

remittance from their migrant wives which they said compensates the feminine chores they 

perform and the social ridicule coupled with the absence of their wives, hence are less likely 

to be worried about the absence of their wives as compared to those in the extended families. 

The usual expectation is that left-behind spouses in extended families will be less concerned 

and worried about the absence of their migrant spouses, because the left-behind husbands 

will have their mothers, sisters and even wives, other brothers and even co-wives if 

applicable, and the left-behind wives will also have fathers-in-law and brothers of their 

husbands to assume the roles of their migrant husbands and wives. However, whilst the left-
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behind wives in the extended families are able to cope with the support from the other family 

members including those from their natal families. The study found that, some husbands 

left-behind in extended families do not get the support from the female extended family 

members. The reason is explained by Issak, a 35-year-old left-behind husband from 

Nyankpala. He said: 

Nowadays, the family is not like how it used to be some years past. We all live in 

our father’s house with our own families and we all work for our father on his farm 

and he is supposed to take care of the needs of our families. But because we are too 

many, we also have our own farms and our wives cook separately. So, if your wife 

is not around, the other wives in the house will not have time for you because they 

have to take care of their families. And even when they do some small work for you, 

they don’t return your change when you give money for buying things in the market. 

They start demanding some rewards from you because they know your wife who is 

down south sends you money and other things. Sometimes they also tell you or 

behave in a way to tell you that you allowed your wife to go, so do your work. So, 

you don’t get any support. You see, so I want my wife to return but she has refused 

to return and I don’t know the benefits of her migrant for the three years she has 

been away 

(Issak, 35 years, male, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

Issak’s experiences is as a result of the current socio-economic changes in many societies 

in the Northern Parts of Ghana (Darwah et al., 2016) and the family structure in particular 

has also affected the usual running of the extended family and the experiences of left-behind 

husbands. The study found that the typical northern extended families are becoming 

nucleated. So, left-behind husbands are not getting the usual support from extended family 

members. Even though they live in the same large family house and share the same 

compound, the familial support system is broken. Nonetheless, per the gendered 

socialisation, the left-behind husbands living in this kind of “mixed breed” extended 

families are not able to perform the feminine chores of their migrant wives in the presence 

of other women in the family comfortably compared to their counterparts in the nuclear 

families. Consequently, spousal migration adversely impacts more on left-behind husbands 

than left-behind wives, more left-behind husbands in extended families are impacted the 
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most about the absence of their wives and this explains why most left-behind husbands in 

extended families expressed regret about the migration of their wives. 

 

A section of the left-behind spouses did not express regret about the absence of their spouses 

and the subsequent socio-economic impact that it bestowed on them. These reactions came 

from both left-behind wives and husbands. Whilst some reported that the receipt of 

remittances did not influence their feelings even though they admitted its importance. Their 

non-expression of regret was rather because they understood the pressing need for their 

spouses’ migration and therefore acknowledged and respected the reason behind the 

migration of their spouses. A few of them however, gave unique reasons for not having any 

regrets about the migration of their spouses.  These left-behind spouses saw the migration 

of their spouses as a source of liberation from the troubles that their spouses were taking 

them through. A 34-year-old left-behind husband from Savelugu stated that: 

Regret! From what? That’s not possible from me. Forget about what the other men 

told you. I’m even happy that she’s away. For the past one year, there has been peace 

in this house because my troublesome wife is away, I would even wish that she stays 

longer so that I can have my peace of mind. When she was around, almost every day 

she fights someone in this house. She embarrasses me in front of everyone in this 

house. I was not a happy man and a husband at all just because of the type of wife I 

married. I hope she doesn’t return or when she returns, she should go to her father’s 

house. I will marry another wife 

(Ayuba 34 years, male August, 2017, Savelugu). 

 

This view was not specific to left-behind husbands alone as wives left behind also expressed 

similar opinions and showed that they were more comfortable as a result of the absence of 

their husbands. Amina has this to say: 

Hmmmm, this question will make me cry, not because I’m sad but because 

I’m now a happy woman. The people in this village always think that I’m 

now growing plump because my husband has gone to Kumasi and sending 

me money. Now, I look better but it’s not because of money since he doesn’t 

send us any money but it’s because I can now breathe. I’m a free woman and 

I can sleep without thinking or fear. No more unnecessary controls, insults 

and even beatings from a wicked husband. I have not cried for a single day 
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since he left this house and I’ve never missed him. What will even make me 

miss him? He doesn’t send us money but I’m comfortable with that as long 

as I’ve my freedom. So, I’ve no regrets because my husband isn’t home 

(Amina, 28 years, female, August, 2017, Sagarigu). 

Left-behind spouses do not always draw joy and comfort from remittance in whatever forms. 

As illustrated in the comments of Ayuba and Amina, the sheer absence of an abusive spouse 

is worth more than the remittance that comes with the migration. Paiewonsky (2007) 

advances that, sometimes migrant wives use migration as a means of escaping from abusive 

marriages and husbands. The study does not only find a reverse situation in the case of the 

left-behind spouse but the gendered nature of the situation and further also suggest that a 

spouse in an abusive marriage escapes the abuse when the abuser migrates and leaves the 

partner behind.  

 

The left-behind behind husbands and wives who were not happy with the absence of their 

migrant spouses expressed anger and disappointment differently. These reactions varied 

based on existing inequitable distribution of gendered roles and power relations among 

husbands and wives as well as the different expectations of society and their gendered 

socialisation. Whilst the left-behind husbands were exhibiting their patriarchal and 

masculine authority by compelling their migrant wives with threats of divorce to return and 

assume their domestic and other feminine roles in the household, the left-behind wives on 

the other hand were exhibiting their subservient and subordinate inclinations by yielding to 

the dictates of their migrant husbands even though they also wished they could also compel 

their husbands to return home and assume their masculine duties but did not have that power 

because per the gendered distribution of roles in the Dagbon society, the husband is working 

in the right social space which is outside the home. Husbands migrating to work to support 

their families was a norm but the challenge in this case was the over staying. Traditionally, 

this pattern of migration used to be seasonal so wives get to be with their husbands for a 
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relatively longer period. Thus, because the husbands were in the right space of work and 

coupled with the fact that wives do not have control over the actions of their husbands, they 

could not control their migration decisions. The wives however, are traditionally required 

to stay at home and care for the family and support the husband but not to abandon the home 

for a long time. Even though recent social transformations in the social and economic 

spheres have wrought women’s and wives’ engagement in economic activities in the north 

which degenerated into North-South labour migration (Pickbourn, 2011; Darkwah et al., 

2016), husbands are yet to come to terms with this transformation and their subsequent 

emasculation. This is as a result of the imbalances in power relations between husbands and 

wives (Connell, 1987). In the course of the qualitative interviews, some left-behind 

husbands expressed strong emotions about the migration of their wives and accused their 

wives of breaking the agreement they had before the migration and had thus overstayed and 

neglected their children.  One of such left-behind husbands is Musah, who indicated that: 

She has to return home because she deceived me and didn’t respect me as a husband 

by running away to the south. She told me she was going to visit her sister not 

knowing she had plans of running away from her home. I’ve given her the time to 

return and remember I told you what I’ll do if she doesn’t return by that time. Yes, 

so I’m waiting. I need her in this house 

(Musah, 27 years, male, August, 2017, Savelugu). 

 

Musah’s reaction is a clear demonstration of the husband’s gendered orientation. They do 

not expect the woman to leave home; hence they used their power to prevent the wives from 

migration. The wives therefore have no option than to adopt ways of swaying the husbands 

to migrate. Left-behind husbands who have been either disobeyed or deceived by their wives 

expressed their regret because they feel disrespected and have been overburdened with 

feminine household chores which have become part of their responsibility. The left-behind 

wives on their part, even though, registered their displeasure with the absence of their 

husbands because they felt lonely and insecure and did not have the support of their migrant 
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husbands to complement their efforts at home, they only wished the husbands could return 

home. However, they acknowledged their powerlessness in controlling the migration 

decisions of their husbands. Unlike the wives, the husbands did not have to deceive their 

wives before migration. According to Mamuna: 

My husband’s absence has brought a lot of work on me in this house. There’re things 

that you need a husband to do but you’ll not get him around because he’s not here. 

He claims his brother is there but his brother is not my husband. He also lives in his 

house with his family even though we’re not far from each other. But sometimes you 

need the close security and protection from your husband. You also need a man to 

correct the children and put fear in them. I know he migrated because he wants to 

help the family but I seriously wish he was here. I don’t have the power to make him 

return so I only have to pray and hope things go well with him so he can finally 

return to us 

Mamuna, 42 years, female, August, 2017, Tolon). 

Left-behind wives who share in Mamuna’s reaction, acknowledged their subordinate 

position relative to the husbands. Whilst the husbands were threatening their migrant wives 

with divorce, however, the left-behind wives cannot pose threats because of their 

subordinate position even though they also have the same experiences as the left-behind 

husbands due to the migration of their husbands. This is confirmed in a UNICEF Mexico 

reports that, is not conclusive without considering the fact that husbands left-behind by their 

migrant wives also experience similar burdens just like the wives (Salah, 2008).   

 

6.6 Summary  

Most left-behind spouses traced the changes in their living conditions to the benefits derived 

from the receipt and usage of remittance. Left-behind husbands therefore could not trace 

any changes in their living conditions as a result of the migration of their wives because the 

majority of the wives did not remit to their husbands since that is not their gendered 

responsibility. However, some left-behind spouses trace the improvement in their living 

conditions not to the benefits of remittance but to changes in opportunities that came to them 

after the migration of their spouse. Even though a few left-behind spouses experienced 
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situations such as gaining access to land and the freedom from suppression from the migrant 

spouse. In the same vein, many left-behind wives are more likely to experience maximum 

changes in their living conditions due to the migration of their husbands than the left-behind 

husbands. In terms of satisfaction with living conditions before and after migration, the level 

of satisfaction of left-behind husbands reduced whilst that of the wives increased after their 

spouses migrated. Even though both left-behind husbands and wives were indifferent with 

regards to their feelings about the absence of their spouses, more left-behind husbands were 

unhappy because their wives were away, and this was because the absence of their wives 

portrayed their emasculation to the society. A chi-square test indicated that generally, left-

behind wives are less likely to have regrets about the migration of their husbands compared 

to left-behind husbands. Left-behind husbands in extended families expressed greater regret 

about the migration of their wives than those in the nuclear families because the migrant 

wives in the extended families are not only the worse remitters but the husbands expect their 

wives to contribute to the family work at all times as other wives do. However, some left-

behind husbands and wives saw the migration of their spouses as liberation from oppression 

and suppression and were rather happy about their absence from the home. 

  

Migration of spouses therefore creates emotional challenges for those who are left behind 

as indicated in the literature. However, some spouses attain better emotional wellbeing as a 

result of the absence of their migrant spouses.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

COPING STRATEGIES ON SPOUSAL MIGRATION  

7.0 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the various ways left-behind husbands and wives deemed useful in 

dealing with the consequences associated with the absence of their spouse and the gendered 

implications of these strategies adopted by the left-behind husbands and wives in this study.   

 

7.1 Person Consulted on Important Needs before Migration  

 

It is not uncommon for couples to depend on each other for some important livelihood needs 

as human beings. But, with migration and the subsequent absence of one spouse, migrant 

spouses are unable to meet some needs of left-behind spouses due to spatial disconnect. As 

a result, left-behind spouses may have to find ways of coping with the associated changes 

by depending on other relations to meet the needs hitherto provided by the migrant spouse. 

This section of the chapter therefore focuses on persons whom left-behind spouses consult 

for their important needs before spousal migration and the persons whom they consult after 

spousal migration. The dynamics of this analysis is also based on the sex and the type of 

family systems practiced by the left-behind spouses to ascertain any variations.   

 

The survey data show that before spousal migration, majority of left-behind spouses 

consulted their spouses more than any other relation on important personal needs. On the 

average, 80 percent of the left-behind spouses consulted their migrant spouses for all their 

important personal needs including financial, companionship, love and affection, attention 

and conversation, honesty and openness, depression challenges, security and safety needs 

when they were living together since these needs are naturally best provided by the 

significant other in most conjugal relationships.  Notwithstanding, a significant proportion 
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of left-behind husbands also consulted fathers whilst wives consulted fathers-in-law for 

security, safety and comfort, and financial needs since their spouses could not meet all these 

needs even though they were present.  About 6 percent of the left-behind spouses also 

consulted mothers on their security and safety related needs. Mothers-in-law and fathers-in-

law were the least relations who were consulted by husbands on any of the important needs 

of left-behind spouses because they were supposed to support their in-laws and not to 

receive from them.  

 

In terms of sex and family type variations, the survey data in Table 7.1a indicate that before 

spouses migrated, the highest percentage (65.2%) of husbands living in extended families 

were seeking security and safety needs from their fathers (usually their family heads) whilst 

the highest percentage (47.6%) of their counterparts in the nuclear families sought these 

needs from their wives. Security and safety are best provided by people who are physically 

present, hence husbands in nuclear families turned to their wives rather than fathers since 

they are closer to them unlike those in the extended families who lived with their fathers. 

On the other hand, over 90 percent of wives in the extended families and 80 percent of wives 

in the nuclear families did not seek these needs from their fathers but their husbands because 

they have become their trusted close associates after marriage. Ideally, wives in extended 

families should seek security and safety from fathers-in-law but it turned out in this study 

that about 10 percent of wives in the nuclear families rather sought these needs from their 

fathers-in-law whilst 2.6 percent of wives in the nuclear families did same. Aside these, 

spouses in both extended and nuclear families depended on migrant husbands and wives for 

all their important needs prior to their migration except for financial needs where most 

(30.3%) of the husbands in extended families consulted their fathers and 31.7 percent 

consulted their friends. 
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Table 7.1a: Person Left-behind Spouses in Extended Families Consulted for Important Needs before Migration of Spouse  

Important needs 

 Spouse 

           

Father Mother 

Spouse's 

father Spouse's mother 

  

Friend Other 

                                 

N     % 

             

N 

    

%   N     %      N       %            N 

       

% 

  

     N 

        

% 

          

N 

           

% 

Left-behind Husband  

(N= 235)                     

  

        

Security, safety and comfort 20 22.5 58 65.2 2 2.2 0 0 0 0   3 3.4 6 6.7 

Love and affection 84 94.4 4 4.5 0 0 0 0 0 0   1 1.1 0 0 

Companionship 61 68.5 6 6.7 0 0 0 0 0 0   22 24.7 0 0 

Honesty and openness 47 52.8 20 22.5 1 1.1 0 0 0 0   21 23.6 0 0 

Attention and conversation 49 55.1 13 14.6 3 3.4 0 0 0 0   24 27 0 0 

Physical attraction 70 78.7 8 9 1 1.1 0 0 0 0   9 10.1 1 1.1 

Financial support 23 25.8 27 30.3 1 1.1 1 1.1 0 0   27 30.3 10 11.2 

Domestic support 77 86.5 8 9 2 2.2 0 0 0 0   1 1.1 1 1.1 

Depression 75 84.3 8 9 1 1.1 0 0 0 0   4 4.5 1 1.1 

Left-behind Wife 

 (N- 165)           

  

    

Security and safety 71 92.2 1 1.3 2 2.6 2 2.6 1 1.3   0 0 0 0 

Love and affection 73 94.8 3 3.9 1 1.3 0 0 0 0   0 0 0 0 

Companionship 62 80.5 1 1.3 3 3.9 0 0 3 3.9   7 9.1 1 1.3 

Honesty and openness 69 89.6 1 1.3 2 2.6 0 0 0 0   5 6.5 0 0 

Attention and conversation 61 79.2 1 1.3 3 3.9 0 0 2 2.6   9 11.7 1 1.3 

Physical attraction 63 81.8 0 0 2 2.6 0 0 0 0   10 13 2 2.6 

Financial support 67 87.0 4 5.2 3 3.9 0 0 2 2.6   1 1.3 0 0 

Domestic support 54 70.1 1 1.3 2 2.6 0 0 13 16.9   2 2.6 5 6.5 

Depression 66 85.7 1 1.3 2 2.6 0 0 4 5.2   2 2.6 2 2.6 

All (N=400)                 

Security, safety and comfort 91 54.8 59 35.5 4 2.4 2 1.2 1 0.6   3 1.8 6 3.6 

Love and affection 157 94.6 7 4.2 1 0.6 0 0 0 0   1 0.6 0 0 

Companionship 123 74.1 7 4.2 3 1.8 0 0 3 1.8   29 17.5 1 0.6 

Honesty and openness 116 69.9 21 12.7 3 1.8 0 0 0 0   26 15.7 0 0 

Attention and conversation 110 66.3 14 8.4 6 3.6 0 0 2 1.2   33 19.9 1 0.6 

Physical attraction 133 80.1 8 4.8 3 1.8 0 0 0 0   19 11.4 3 1.8 

Financial support 90 54.2 31 18.7 4 2.4 1 0.6 2 1.2   28 16.9 10 6 

Domestic support 131 78.9 9 5.4 4 2.4 0 0 13 7.8   3 1.8 6 3.6 

Depression 141 84.9 9 5.4 3 1.8 0 0 4 2.4   6 3.6 3 1.8 

Source: Student’s field data (June, 2017) 
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Table 7.1b: Person Left-behind Spouses in Nuclear Families Consulted for Important Needs before Migration of Spouse  

Important Needs 

Spouse Father Mother 

Spouse's 

father 

Spouse's 

mother Friend Other 

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Left-behind Husband (N=235)                             

Security and safety 69 47.6 47 32.4 20 13.8 1 0.7 0 0 4 2.8 4 2.8 

Love and affection 129 89.0 15 10.3 1 0.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Companionship 133 91.7 2 1.4 2 1.4 0 0 0 0 8 5.5 0 0 

Honesty and openness 116 80.0 6 4.1 7 4.8 0 0 0 0 16 11 0 0 

Attention and conversation 131 90.3 1 0.7 3 2.1 0 0 0 0 10 6.9 0 0 

Physical attraction 137 94.5 2 1.4 1 0.7 0 0 0 0 4 2.8 1 0.7 

Financial support 46 31.7 37 25.5 6 4.1 0 0 3 2.1 46 31.7 7 4.8 

Domestic support 134 92.4 1 0.7 8 5.5 0 0 0 0 1 0.7 1 0.7 

Depression 134 92.4 2 1.4 8 5.5 0 0 0 0 1 0.7 0 0 

Left-behind Wife (N= 165)               

Security and safety 70 81.4 2 2.3 1 1.2 9 10.5 2 2.3 0 0 2 2.3 

Love and affection 76 88.4 6 7 2 2.3 0 0 1 1.2 0 0 1 1.2 

Companionship 77 89.5 2 2.3 1 1.2 0 0 1 1.2 5 5.8 0 0 

Honesty and openness 77 89.5 1 1.2 1 1.2 1 1.2 2 2.3 4 4.7 0 0 

Attention and conversation 79 91.9 1 1.2 1 1.2 0 0 0 0 5 5.8 0 0 

Physical attraction 76 88.4 1 1.2 1 1.2 0 0 1 1.2 7 8.1 0 0 

Financial support 74 86.0 8 9.3 4 4.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Domestic support 69 80.2 3 3.5 0 0 0 0 8 9.3 1 1.2 5 5.8 

Depression 80 93.0 2 2.3 1 1.2 0 0 0 0 2 2.3 1 1.2 

All (N=400)               

Security and safety 139 60.2 49 21.2 21 9.1 10 4.3 2 0.9 4 1.7 6 2.6 

Love and affection 205 88.7 21 9.1 3 1.3 0 0 1 0.4 0 0 1 0.4 

Companionship 210 90.9 4 1.7 3 1.3 0 0 1 0.4 13 5.6 0 0 
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Honesty and openness 193 83.5 7 3 8 3.5 1 0.4 2 0.9 20 8.7 0 0 

Attention and conversation 210 90.9 2 0.9 4 1.7 0 0 0 0 15 6.5 0 0 

Physical attraction 213 92.2 3 1.3 2 0.9 0 0 1 0.4 11 4.8 1 0.4 

Financial support 120 51.9 45 19.5 10 4.3 0 0 3 1.3 46 19.9 7 3 

Domestic support 203 87.9 4 1.7 8 3.5 0 0 8 3.5 2 0.9 6 2.6 

Depression 214 92.6 4 1.7 9 3.9 0 0 0 0 3 1.3 1 0.4 

Source: Student’s field data (June, 2017) 
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This is probably because these husbands in the nuclear families do not work for their fathers 

and hence are not in the position to make financial demands from their fathers (See table 

7.1a and 7.1b). Even though spouses depend on each other for all the other important needs, 

left-behind wives consulted their husbands more than husbands will consult wives on these 

issues due to the seemingly superior positions that that society has placed on men relative 

to women. In the northern region especially, coupled with the dominance of Islamic 

practices, married women have limits with regards to the relations that they are to form and 

the people that they are to interact with, so this probably explains why majority of the wives 

resorted to the husbands as the providers of their important needs with less influence from 

the deference in the type of family in which they live.  

 

Many left-behind husbands in nuclear families will consult their wives for important needs 

compared to left-behind husbands in extended families. Also, before migration, couples in 

nuclear families depended on each other for their important needs as compared to couples 

in extended families. Due to the structure and composition of extended families, there are 

other family members the couples, especially the husbands, can receive support from. 

Besides, in the extended family properties are owned by all members and this explains why 

left-behind husbands will depend on their fathers who are also the family heads for financial 

support when the need arises.  These are consistent with studies on Ghanaian culture such 

as Buor’s (1996) and Oppong’s (1976) which suggest that extended families have stronger 

ties and the family strives to meet the needs of every family member. Husbands therefore 

do not have to carry the burden of caring for their wives alone. However, the current wide-

spread desire for nuclear families (Buor, 1996), has rendered the stronger ties in the 

extended families inefficacious to support family members.  
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7.2 Persons Consulted for Important Needs after Migration by Sex and Family Type 

This section centres on person whom left-behind spouses consulted for meeting their 

important needs after the migration of their spouses. As illustrated in Table 72a and 7.2, the 

proportion of left-behind spouses who consulted their spouse for important personal needs 

reduced after the migration of their spouses because, the absence of their spouses rendered 

them incapable of providing some of their important needs. Thus, after the spouses left 

home, the proportion of left-behind husbands in extended families who sought their security 

and safety needs from their fathers increased from 65.2 percent to 74.2 percent. 

 

The proportion of left-behind wives in extended families who consulted fathers-in-law for 

needs increased from 2.6 percent to 41.6 percent whilst the proportion of left-behind wives 

in nuclear families also increased from 10.5 percent to 26.7 percent. The increased 

dependence of fathers-in-law by left-behind spouses in both extended and nuclear families 

automatically resulted in the reduction of the dependence on husbands since they were no 

longer at home. The proportion of left-behind wives in the extended households who 

depended on their husbands after their migration reduced from 92.2 percent to 22.1 percent 

whilst the proportion of left-behind wives in the nuclear families reduced from 81.4 percent 

to 46.5 percent.  Since security and safety needs are often effectively provided by people 

who are closer, this explains why a larger ratio of wives left behind in the extended families 

than those left-behind in the nuclear families depended on fathers-in-law because they lived 

with them in the same house whilst compared to wives in the nuclear families who live far 

apart and sometimes in a different community.  
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Table 7.2a Person Left-behind Spouses in Extended Families Consulted on Important Needs after Migration of Spouse  

Emotional needs 

Spouse Father Mother 

Spouse's 

father 

Spouse's 

mother Friend Other 

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Left-behind Husband (N= 

235)                           

Security, safety and comfort 6 6.7 66 74.2 3 3.4 0 0 1 1.1 5 5.6 8 
9 

10.1 

5.6 

Love and affection 44 49.4 3 3.4 4 4.5 1 1.1 0 0 28 31.5 9 

Companionship 17 19.1 8 9 3 3.4 2 2.2 0 0 54 60.7 5 

Honesty and openness 17 19.1 27 30.3 6 6.7 0 0 3 3.4 36 40.4 0 0 

Attention and conversation 21 23.6 21 23.6 2 2.2 0 0 1 1.1 41 46.1 3 3.4 

Physical attraction 25 28.1 11 12.4 1 1.1 1 1.1 1 1.1 30 33.7 20 22.5 

Financial support 16 18.0 33 37.1 1 1.1 0 0 0 0 28 31.5 11 12.4 

Domestic support 9 10.1 14 15.7 33 37.1 0 0 4 4.5 6 6.7 23 25.8 

Depression 18 20.2 24 27 14 15.7 0 0 1 1.1 30 33.7 2 2.2 

Left-behind Wife (165)              

Security, safety and comfort 17 22.1 11 14.3 6 7.8 32 

41.

6 9 11.7 0 0 2 2.6 

Love and affection 49 63.6 6 7.8 5 6.5 7 9.1 0 0 7 9.1 3 3.9 

Companionship 24 31.2 7 9.1 9 11.7 12 

15.

6 0 0 21 27.3 4 5.2 

Honesty and openness 37 48.1 8 10.4 6 7.8 2 2.6 9 11.7 14 18.2 1 1.3 

Attention and conversation 29 37.7 4 5.2 10 13.0 1 1.3 11 14.3 20 26 2 2.6 

Physical attraction 34 44.2 2 2.6 6 7.8 0 0 5 6.5 17 22.1 13 16.9 

Financial support 47 61.0 8 10.4 10 13.0 7 9.1 4 5.2 1 1.3 0 0 

Domestic support 13 16.9 4 5.2 5 6.5 4 5.2 29 37.7 4 5.2 18 23.4 

Depression 35 45.5 4 5.2 9 11.7 2 2.6 18 23.4 7 9.1 2 2.6 
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All (N=400)              

Security, safety and comfort 23 13.9 77 46.4 9 5.4 32 

19.

3 10 6 5 3 10 6 

Love and affection 93 56 9 5.4 9 5.4 8 4.8 0 0 35 21.1 12 7.2 

Companionship 41 24.7 15 9 12 7.2 14 8.4 0 0 75 45.2 9 5.4 

Honesty and openness 54 32.5 35 21.1 12 7.2 2 1.2 12 7.2 50 30.1 1 0.6 

Attention and conversation 50 30.1 25 15.1 12 7.2 1 0.6 12 7.2 61 36.7 5 3 

Physical attraction 59 35.5 13 7.8 7 4.2 1 0.6 6 3.6 47 28.3 33 19.9 

Financial support 63 38 41 24.7 11 6.6 7 4.2 4 2.4 29 17.5 11 6.6 

Domestic support 22 13.3 18 10.8 38 22.9 4 2.4 33 19.9 10 6 41 24.7 

Depression 53 31.9 28 16.9 23 13.9 2 1.2 19 11.4 37 22.3 4 2.4 

Source: Student’s field data (June, 2017) 
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However, a higher proportion of left-behind wives in nuclear families than those in extended 

families still depended on their migrant husbands for their security and safety needs because 

of emotional proximity and communication.  

Yes, I w’ll say it’s my husband because, I know he’s not here, but he’s the only one 

I have confidence in that he will protect me. When I find myself in a situation where 

I’m afraid of something, thanks to the Whiteman, I can get him on the phone and 

after talking to him and the assurance of his protection, I feel fine and it’s as if he is 

here with me. So, I depend on him more than those who live in this region and are 

closer than my husband 

         (Kande, 26 years, female, August, 2017,  Sagnarigu).  

 

As indicated by Kande above, left-behind wives in the nuclear families still depend on their 

husbands even though they are far from home because of the emotional proximity they share 

which gives them the assurance of safety and comfort. 

 

A higher proportion of the left-behind wives in the extended families than those in the 

nuclear families diverted their attention from their husbands to their biological fathers for 

their security and safety needs after the migration of their husbands because of neglect. 

Twenty(26) years old Ajarah from Malshegu explained: “when your husband is in not in the 

house, nobody thinks about you, they only control your movement and the things that you 

do, but no one thinks about your safety as your husbands will do, so I depend on my father 

since my own husband is not here”. This shows that left-behind wives will depend on their 

biological fathers for the assurance of safety when the husbands’ home is lacking in this 

regard but those in the nuclear homes have adjusted because they were already living 

without fathers-in-law in their homes.  

 

 The proportion of both left-behind husbands and wives in extended families who depended 

on their migrant spouses for love and affection reduced from 94.4 percent to 49.4 percent 
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and from 94.8 percent to 63.6 percent respectively. About 60 percent of left-behind 

husbands turned to friends for financial support and 31.5 percent also depended on friends 

to meet their companionship needs after their wives migrated. A higher proportion of left-

behind wives in extended families on the other hand depended on their migrant husbands 

for honesty and openness (48.1%), physical attraction (44.2%), and depression needs, even 

though these proportions reduced and other relations such as biological parents and friends 

were also consulted to meet these needs. The common trend as pointed out in the survey 

data is that after the migration of a spouse, a significant proportion of left-behind wives from 

both extended and nuclear households still depended on their migrant husbands for 

emotional needs such as love and affection, companionship, attention and conversation, 

physical attractiveness whilst the chunk of left-behind husbands sought these same needs 

from their friends and other people whom are their concubines. The left-behind wives on 

the other hand, indicated that their emotional needs could only be provided for by their 

husbands. Even though some of the left-behind wives revealed that they could derive these 

needs from friends, they restrained themselves because, it could be interpreted as being in 

an illicit relationship with such people especially when they are men, which could affect 

their marriage and personal integrity as women. The husbands, however, were not restrained 

in any way but went further to justify it on the absence of their wives. As the structure of 

Cathexis in Connell’s (1987) model of gender and power explains, society has different 

expectations for how males and females should behave by showing their maleness and 

females in their interactions with the opposite gender group. Women and therefore wives 

are keenly expected to remain chaste in the absence of their husbands and be faithful to their 

migrant husbands. However, this kind of behaviour even though is also expected of left-

behind husbands, it is not much emphasised when the wife migrates and leaves the husband 

behind. This is due to the biases in the gendered expectation of society for man and women. 

However, in the nuclear families, Table 7.2b shows that a higher proportion of left-behind 
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husbands and wives still depended on their migrant husbands and wives for emotional needs. 

For instance; the husband’s love and affection (70.3%), companionship (51.7 %), physical 

attraction (79.3%) and depression (46.2%) and for the wives, affection (72.3%), 

companionship (56.3 %), physical attraction (80.1%) and depression (51.5%).  
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Table 7.2b: Person Left-behind Spouses in Nuclear Families Consulted Important Needs after Migration of Spouse  

Emotional needs 
 Spouse Father Mother 

Spouse's 

father 
Spouse's mother Friend Other 

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Left-behind Husband 

(N=235) 
                            

Security, safety and comfort 34 23.4 58 40 31 21.4 1 0.7 1 0.7 14 9.7 6 4.1 

Love and affection 102 70.3 7 4.8 6 4.1 0 0 0 0 24 16.6 6 4.1 

Companionship 75 51.7 2 1.4 13 9 0 0 2 1.4 47 32.4 6 4.1 

Honesty and openness 71 49 11 7.6 18 12.4 0 0 2 1.4 43 29.7 0 0 

Attention and conversation 72 49.7 8 5.5 13 9 0 0 1 0.7 49 33.8 2 1.4 

Physical attraction 115 79.3 2 1.4 0 0 0 0 0 0 20 13.8 8 5.5 

Financial support 52 35.9 21 14.5 8 5.5 0 0 1 0.7 55 37.9 8 5.5 

Domestic support 46 31.7 6 4.1 71 49 0 0 3 2.1 3 2.1 16 11 

Depression 67 46.2 6 4.1 29 20 2 1.4 0 0 35 24.1 6 4.1 

Left-behind Wife (N=165)               

Security, safety and comfort 40 46.5 6 7 3 3.5 23 26.7 8 9.3 4 4.7 2 2.3 

Love and affection 65 75.6 4 4.7 1 1.2 1 1.2 7 8.1 5 5.8 3 3.5 

Companionship 55 64 2 2.3 0 0 1 1.2 13 15.1 10 11.6 5 5.8 

Honesty and openness 57 66.3 3 3.5 3 3.5 3 3.5 12 14 8 9.3 0 0 

Attention and conversation 58 67.4 1 1.2 1 1.2 2 2.3 12 14 10 11.6 2 2.3 

Physical attraction 70 81.4 2 2.3 1 1.2 2 2.3 0 0 8 9.3 3 3.5 

Financial support 66 76.7 10 11.6 2 2.3 3 3.5 1 1.2 3 3.5 1 1.2 

Domestic support 28 32.6 1 1.2 5 5.8 2 2.3 32 37.2 4 4.7 14 16.3 

Depression 52 60.5 3 3.5 3 3.5 19 22.1 0 0 7 8.1 2 2.3 

All (N=400)               

Security, safety and comfort 74 32 64 27.7 34 14.7 24 10.4 9 3.9 18 7.8 8 3.5 

Love and affection 167 72.3 11 4.8 7 3 1 0.4 7 3 29 12.6 9 3.9 
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Companionship 130 56.3 4 1.7 13 5.6 1 0.4 15 6.5 57 24.7 11 4.8 

Honesty and openness 128 55.4 14 6.1 21 9.1 3 1.3 14 6.1 51 22.1 0 0 

Attention and conversation 130 56.3 9 3.9 14 6.1 2 0.9 13 5.6 59 25.5 4 1.7 

Physical attraction 185 80.1 4 1.7 1 0.4 2 0.9 0 0 28 12.1 11 4.8 

Financial support 118 51.1 31 13.4 10 4.3 3 1.3 2 0.9 58 25.1 9 3.9 

Domestic support 74 32 7 3 76 32.9 2 0.9 35 15.2 7 3 30 13 

Depression 119 51.5 9 3.9 32 13.9 21 9.1 0 0 42 18.2 8 3.5 

Source: Student’s field data (June, 2017) 
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These proportions were lesser among the left-behind spouses in the extended families. This 

is probably because, spouses living alone in nuclear families depend more on each other in 

the absence of extended relations hence, they tend to bond more and are likely to have 

stronger emotional attachment than their counterparts in the extended households 

 

After the migration of spouses, other people began to give support to left-behind spouses in 

extended families. Table 7.1a shows that about 22 percent of left-behind husbands in the 

extended family consulted other people for support on physical attraction. Also, about 1 out 

of every 4 (25%) of left-behind husbands in extended families consulted with other people 

for domestic support. Close to 17 percent of left-behind wives in the extended family also 

consulted other people for support on their physical attraction. On the other hand, a few left-

behind spouses from the nuclear families sought support from other people. The structure 

of households in the extended families give opportunity for members to easily seek other 

family members who can fill the gap created by the absence of the migrant spouse which is 

usually rare for left-behind spouses in the nuclear families.   

 

 

From the ensuing discussions, it is clear that left-behind husbands in both extended and 

nuclear families mostly depended on other male figures whether fathers, fathers-in-law and 

male friends for non-emotional needs such as security, safety, and financial support to meet 

needs but depended more on their wives for the emotional needs. Left-behind wives, 

nevertheless, depend on their husbands more for both emotional and material needs and any 

other relations. When husbands migrate, left-behind wives in extended families depend on 

their fathers-in-law for their security and safety needs whilst the left-behind wives in the 

nuclear families look up to their biological fathers for security and safety needs and not their 

fathers-in-law. This is probably because of proximity since the wives in the extended 

families are living in the same house with their husband’s fathers before their migration, 
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hence it is normal for the fathers-in-law to continue meeting this need. Some left-behind 

wives were living in their fathers’ homes when their husbands migrated, and this could 

explain why they also depend on their biological fathers for their security and safety needs 

after the migration of their wives. 

 

There was an increase in the proportion of both left-behind wives and husbands in the 

extended families who consulted friends for their companionship needs after the migration 

of their spouse, but this proportion was higher for left-behind husbands than left-behind 

wives. Thus, more husbands were seeking for companionship from friends than left-behind 

wives because a higher proportion of them still consulted their migrant husbands. 

Nonetheless, a larger percentage of couples in the nuclear families still looked up to their 

migrant spouses for companionship compared to the couples in the extended families after 

the migration of spouses possibly for the reason that ties between families in nuclear families 

are stronger than the ties between couples in extended families. This finding is consistent 

with the hypothesis of Kazianga, & Wahhaj (2015) that members of a nuclear family have 

stronger ties compared to those from extended families. 

 

 

Mothers of husbands in both nuclear and extended families were consulted by a larger 

percentage of their sons and their wives for domestic support after the migration of spouses 

because left-behind husbands depended on their mothers for their food whilst the left-behind 

wives also consulted their mothers-in-law for domestic support in terms of supplies of food 

items in the absence of their husbands. The findings of the study also show that a higher 

proportion of wives in nuclear families sought support from their husbands compared to the 

wives who live in extended households or families. 
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7.3 Home Visits and Phone Communications as Coping Strategies  

Previous studies have identified regular home visit by migrant spouses as well as keeping 

frequent contact with their left-behind spouses through telephone calls as some of the ways 

in which left-behind spouses cope with the absence of their migrant husbands and wives. In 

their study on Vietnamese migrant wives from rural villages of Hung Yen province to Hanoi 

City in Vietnam, Thao & Agergaard (2012) discussed how regular home visits by the wives 

and constant communication helped the left-behind husbands to cope with the exigencies of 

their absence. This part of the study therefore discusses how long migrant spouses have been 

away from home, their frequency of home visits and how this helps their left-behind spouses 

to cope with their absence.   The section first presents data on how long the migrant spouses 

have been away and discusses the pattern of home visits by the left-behind spouses. As 

illustrated in Table 7.3 the period left-behind spouses have been away ranges from 27 years 

to one year for those who migrated just a year before the study was conducted. The majority 

(89%) of the migrant spouses have been away for between one and five years with just a 

few of them being away for over twenty years. Migrant wives dominated the proportion 

who migrated in the past five years per the report given by 96.2 percent of the left-behind 

husbands. Spouses who migrated for up to ten years, were dominated by migrant husbands 

(12.1 %) and those who have been away for up to twenty years were also dominated by 

migrant husbands. But on the whole, the bulk of the migrant spouses have been away for 

not more than five years and husbands tend to be away for longer period because North-

South internal migration used to be dominated by men until women gradually join the stream 

in the early 1980s (Abdul-Korah, 2011), it is not surprising that some relatively older left-

behind wives disclosed in the in-depth interviews that they have lost contact with their 

husbands since they migrated for the past twenty years. This indicates that migrant spouses, 

especially husbands who have been away for longer periods rarely return home to visit their 

left-behind spouses.   
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Table 7.3: Duration of Absence of Migrant Spouses  

Durations of 

Absence 

A3. Sex of respondent  

All L-Behind. Husbands  L-Behind Wives 

Freq.  Percent Freq.  Percent Freq.  Percent 

1990-2000 3 1.3 14 8.5 17 4.2 

2001-2010 6 2.6 20 12.1 26 6.5 

2011-2016 226 96.2 131 79.4 357 89.2 

 235 100 165 100 400 100 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 

With regards to home return and visits by migrant spouses, the left-behind spouses were 

asked to indicate how often their migrant wives and husbands visit home. Table 7.4 shows 

that almost 2 out of every 5 (39%) of the left-behind spouses reported that their spouses 

have never visited since they migrated. This proportion was largely composed of left-behind 

wives with 57.7 percent whilst the left-behind husbands who never visited home were 12.3 

percent. Thus, migrant husbands are more likely to return home by visiting their wives than 

migrant wives will do. This difference therefore confirms the sentiments expressed by left-

behind husbands in the qualitative study that their migrant wives have abandoned them and 

the children. Qualitative data show that left-behind husbands who were not much disturbed 

by the migration of their wives were those whose wives visited more frequently. A little 

more than 37 percent of the migrant husbands visit home every 4-6 months whilst 7.3 

percent of the wives do so. Additionally, 25.8 percent of the husbands and 20.1 percent of 

the wives visited home after being away for 7-9 months.  
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 Table 7.4: Frequency of home visits by migrant spouse 

Frequency of visit 

Migrant Husbands Migrant Wives        All 

N % N % N % 

Less than a Month 1 0.6 2 0.8 3 0.8 

Every 1-3 Months 20 12.3 5 2.2 25 6.3 

Every 4-6 Months 61 37.5 33 14.1 94 23.7 

Every 7-9 Months 42 25.8 47 20.1 89 22.4 

Every 10-12 Months 1 0.6 1 0.4 2 0.5 

Above 12 Months 18 11 11 4.7 29 7.3 

Never visited 20 12.3 15 57.7 155 39 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 

 

The left-behind husbands and wives who reported that their migrant spouses visited home 

regularly indicated that their spouses come home within a particular period of the year 

because of the kind of work they were required to perform around that period. Confirming 

this finding, a critical analysis of table 7.7 further reveals that the largest proportion of left-

behind husbands and wives recorded different times at which the migrant spouses visited 

home. Whilst a chunk of migrant husbands visited home 4-6 months before the period of 

the data collection, the largest proportion of migrant wives also visited home was 7-9 month 

before the period of the data collection with June 2017 as the reference month. This time 

difference is attributed to the gendered segregation of roles assigned to men and women not 

only in the home but transcends to the farm. Connell (1987) referred to this as Sexual 

Division of Labour and it is engineered by socio-cultural structures exiting in the society. 

An interrogation of the calendar of the farming season in the Northern Region reveals that 

husbands returned home at the beginning of the farming season where they have to clear the 

farm lands and get the land ready for the rains which will be followed by ploughing and 

sowing. Left-behind wives in the extended families however intimated that their migrant 

husbands often return home after the first rain since they have brothers at home who will do 

the clearing of the land whilst they return at the peak of the farming period. The migrant 

wives often return later than migrant husbands because they do not play any role in the 
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clearing of the farm lands. As a result, they return when it is time for sowing and planting 

which is the major feminine farming activity at the beginning of the farming season.  

 

Aside the fact that left-behind migrant husbands dominated migrant spouses who visited 

home more frequently because of the largely seasonal migrants who migrated in accordance 

with the farming season, one other reason that accounted for their frequent home visits was 

a result of the fact that majority of migrant husbands engage in casual economic activities 

that allow them to visit their wives back home as much as they can. In addition, the role of 

men as the authority figure in the home also encourages them to visit home more frequently 

to attend to their responsibilities as the heads of their household which they have left-behind. 

Also, the fact that women are considered as passive members of their matrimonial homes in 

Dagbon culture conceivably explains why migrant wives were reluctant to visit home when 

they migrate.  However, data from both focus group discussions and in-depth interviews 

found left-behind spouses whose husbands and wives visited home at least once a year 

helped them to cope with their absence and the consequences that come with it.  According 

to one of the spouses at home:  

My husband comes home every year, so I don’t miss him much and it’s also good 

for me. That’s the time that he brings more things like food, clothes and others. He 

will also fix the houses and any other thing that he was supposed to do which I 

couldn’t do before he leaves. I’m also happy that I don’t have to worry about 

preparing the land for farming, the first two years that he was away, I suffered in 

preparing the farm, but later, he started coming and I’m now free. Before that I got 

worried anytime the farming season is about to start, and I will be angry that he’s 

away. But since he started coming home to help on the farm, and do other things and 

also see us, I’m okay now because no matter what happens, I know he’ll come  

                                                        (Amina, 34 years, female, August, 2017. Kumbungu). 

 

Some of the left-behind husbands whose wives visited home also shared similar ways the 

return of their wives helps them to cope with the consequences of their absence. One of such 

left-behind husbands is Musah who indicated that:  
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At least she comes home every year and I also relax small from the work load and 

other support that she will have given me when she was home. We normally agree 

on her coming. Sometimes she comes to help me with the planting and go back after 

or she’ll come during the harvesting season. But she comes during the planting 

season because the harvest isn’t much so I can get other people to help me 

(Musah, 27 years, male, August, 2018, Savelugu).  

 

So, left-behind husbands and wives appreciated the importance and the role of the home 

visits of their spouses in helping them to cope with their absence especially during the 

farming season. But the departing aspect of the support left-behind husbands and wives 

receive from spousal home visit was that some of the responsibilities of the migrant husband 

could be carried out by them upon their return, however, because of the caring nature of the 

work of the migrant wives’ work, it cannot be deferred until they return. Left-behind 

husbands, especially those in extended household whose wives rarely return home wished 

it could have helped them reduce the pressure from their family members for allowing their 

wives to migrate. One of such husbands is 34 years old Adul-Yusif from Tolon who said:  

My brothers say derogatory words to me when it comes to doing work for the family. 

This is because, my wife isn’t around, and they tell me they didn’t marry for me. 

Their wives too, if not for the fear they have for me, they will say the same, but they 

say it indirectly and when I’m not home. All these would have been better even if 

she (his wife) comes during the farming season to help on the farm and then return 

after the farm work is finished. I would have been happy with that 

(Adul-Yusif, 33 year, male, August, 2017, Tolon) 

 

The sentiments expressed by Adul-Yusif emphasises the importance of spousal home visits 

as a coping mechanism to the aftermath of their migration at home. These views of the left-

behind husbands and wives in this study are in consonance with those of the victimised left-

behind husbands in the study by Thao & Agergaard (2012) where they acknowledged the 

role of the seasonal return of their migrant wives in coping with the work load in combining 

both reproductive of doing domestic work of their migrant wives work with their productive 

farm work.     
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One of the ways left-behind spouses cope with the absence of their spouses is to also visit 

their migrant spouses at their destination. In view of this, the study sought to find how the 

left-behind spouses in this study patronised this coping mechanism. As illustrated in Figure 

6.7, it came out that that overall, less than a quarter (23.4%) of left-behind spouses have 

ever visited their migrant spouse at their destination areas whilst the majority (76.6%) never 

visited their spouses at their destination since they migrated. In terms of sex differentials, 

left-behind husbands formed the largest proportion (89.3%) of left-behind husbands who 

never visited their wives at their migration destination areas compared to 53.8 percent of the 

left-behind wives who also never visited their husbands at the destination. Thus, a lesser 

percentage of spouses tried to cope with the absence of their migrant spouses by visiting 

them; however, it is clear that left-behind husbands are less likely to adopt this coping 

mechanism unlike the wives due to the existing socio-cultural arrangement of gender 

relations in the study area which has influenced this behaviour. 

Figure 7.1: Proportion of left-behind spouses who visited migrant spouses 

 

Source: Fieldwork, (June, 2017). 

10.7%

89.3%

Yes No

Male respondents

41.7%

58.3%

Female respondents

23.4%

76.6%

All respondents

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



 

218 

 

The qualitative study indicated that left-behind spouses attributed several reasons to either 

their visit or their inability to visit their migrant spouse at their destination. For left-behind 

husbands who visited their migrant spouses, the common reason cited was to acquaint 

themselves with the environment in which their wives lived and work and clear all 

uncertainties on their mind. One of them said,  

You know some of our girls here. When they go down south, we hear some of the 

things that they do to get money, which are not good. It’s a big shame when your 

wife does that and I don’t want that shame to come to me and my family. My wife 

is beautiful, so I went there to see what work she was doing and also to be sure that 

she is not doing anything that will bring disgrace to me. I spent only two days and 

came back. It’s something I have been doing. I visit her at least once every year, yes 

and this is the main reason. Visiting her gives me peace in my heart that she’ll not 

put me to shame. I also call her auntie to find out how things are with her 

 (Malik 29 years, male, August, 2017, Tolon).  

 

These sentiments were based on the popular notion in the study area that younger women 

who migrate from the north to the southern part of Ghana were engaging in prostitution and 

it was one of the cited reasons husbands gave for denying their wives permission to migrate 

(Pickbourn, 2011). Some husbands therefore harbour the fear of the shame that their migrant 

wives will bring on them should they be found engaged in prostitution or in any amorous 

relationships. Malik and other similar minded left-behind husbands therefore only came to 

terms with this fear after visiting their wives to ascertain her living and working conditions 

at their destinations. Visiting their wives therefore serves as a way of curbing this possible 

occurrence due to the migration of their wives.  

 

Some left-behind wives also visited their husbands at their destination because they had 

been away from each other for a while. These visits are therefore to enable them to live 

together for a while, have sexual intercourse and have children. The reason regarding having 

children were mostly given by younger left-behind wives with just one to two children who 

wished to have more children, but their husbands were not visiting home.  
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My first son was four years old and my husband didn’t want to come home because 

he doesn’t want to lose his job when he leaves, my mother and his mother were all 

worried that I haven’t given birth again, so I went there and stayed for closed to three 

months, I came home with pregnancy and even brought some baby clothes and we’re 

all happy. He came home last year but the baby is still small. When he’s old and my 

husband doesn’t come, I will visit him again and come with another baby. I think 

it’s good to visit because it helps to control the temptation of looking at other men. 

My focus is on my children 

                                                 (Sirina 26 years, female, August, 2017, Kumbungu). 

 

Thus, visiting migrant spouses helps the left-behind wives to overcome the challenge of 

delayed child birth when their husbands are unable to return home for one reason or the 

other. This also helps them to cope with the pressure from the parents to have children since 

the husbands are not available physically to impregnate them. As noted by Sirina in the 

extract above, visiting spouses at the destination does not only help the wives to satisfy their 

sexual libido, have younger children, it also draws them from engaging in sexual 

promiscuity in the absence of their husbands.  

 

A section of the left-behind husbands also did not resort to visiting their spouses at their 

destination as a way of coping with the constraint of their absence. The dominant reasons 

cited by the wives for never visiting their migrant husbands included their inability to leave 

the children behind and migrate since they do not have someone to care for the children 

when are out of the home. The husbands on the other hand cited their inability to leave their 

work and visit the wives at the destination. Mumuni, a 25-year-old husband from Tolon 

stated that: “do you want me to leave my work and waste the little money that I have saved 

to go down south and visit her when I don’t benefit anything from her absence from my 

home?” Mumuni and other husbands who felt like him saw visiting wives at their destination 

as a waste of time and resources since they did not consent to the migration at the initial 

stage and subsequently do not benefit in any way but rather overburdened by extra chores. 

Both left-behind husbands and wives also bemoaned the lack of suitable accommodation at 
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the destination of their spouses where they could sleep when they visit as reason why they 

are not able to visit their migrant husbands and wives. Some left-behind husband 

emphatically stated that they will never visit their wives because they could return home at 

any time if they wished. In a patriarchal disposition, a husband during the focus group 

discussion stated that:  

How on earth do you expect a Dagomba man to leave his house and visit a woman, 

yes, she’s my wife, but my wife is supposed to live in my house and not the other 

way. Since she travelled, wherever she is now is her house and I can’t go and live 

there. Besides, this’s her home and she’s supposed to return home. If I visit her it 

means I support, her staying and not returning for over two years when she has 

children who need her in the home 

(A male Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

 This statement is underpinned by the belief that husbands are not supposed to leave his 

home to look for a wife who migrated without his consent. This therefore explains why most 

of the left-behind husbands did not visit their wives at the destination whist the wives felt 

comfortable visiting or expressed the desire to visit their husbands but for the constraints 

they encountered.  

 

7.4 Communication among the Couples 

Communication serves as a bond that binds couples who are living apart together (Vertovec, 

2004; Horst, 2006). It is therefore not surprising that as discussed in the previous section, a 

couple of the left behind husbands did not find it necessary to visit their husbands at the 

destination because they were in constant communication with their migrant spouses 

through the telephone which still bond them with their migrant spouses and helped them to 

cope with the spousal migration. Thus, transformations and advancement has fundamentally 

modernised some aspects of the social lives of couples living apart together through 

telephone communications (Adiku, 2017). The ability to communicate with their migrant 

spouses through the telephone serves as a coping mechanism for some left-behind spouses 
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in the absence of their husbands or wives. Figure 6.8 therefore shows that over half (54.2%) 

of the left-behind spouses communicate with their partners every day whilst 17.4 percent of 

them communicate with their migrant spouses on weekly basis. Also, 25.9 percent of them 

communicated once a while whereas the remaining 2.5 percent did so at monthly intervals. 

Regarding initiators of the communications among couples, a higher proportion (57.9%) of 

migrant spouses-initiated communications with their left-behind spouses probably because 

they have more resources to pay for the telephone calls and also need to check on family at 

home since they are away from home. However, with regards to sex variation, it is the left-

behind husbands (54.7%) who were found to be the initiators of the contact and 

communication with their wives on the telephone compared to 24 percent of the left-behind 

wives who initiate communication with their migrant husbands. 

Figure 7.2: Proportion of left-behind spouses who initiate communication  

 

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017). 

 

Communication between couples in the trans-local spaces gendered. During the in-depth 

interviews, a left-behind wife had this to say: 

54.7%
45.3%

Male respondents

23.9%

76.1%

Me My spouse

Female respondents

42.1%

57.9%

All respondents
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He’s the man, so he has to call and check on me to see how the child and I are doing.  

For me I don’t have money to buy call time to call him but where he is, he should 

have money to buy call time and call me. I only use the little money I have to call 

him when there’s a very important and urgent issue I need to discuss with him and 

that only happens when he hasn’t called for let’s say two days. The last time my 

child was sick, and my National Insurance Card had expired, I called him to send 

me money but he made his friend renewed the card for me and I sent the boy to the 

hospital 

 (Amina, 25 years, female, August, 2017 Sagnarigu). 

 

 Left-behind wives also admitted that their husbands mostly initiate the contacts and 

communication with them because, they do always not have money to buy phone talk time 

and communicate with them. Thus, many wives call their migrant husbands only when they 

need to deliver very urgent information to them or make important enquiries in order to take 

immediate action. The left-behind wives also explained that their migrant husbands initiate 

the contacts and communication because they are away from home and because they have 

the money, they are in a better position to contact their wives at home and to also check up 

on the welfare of the family. This confirms the gendered division of roles prevailing in most 

societies (Connell, 1987) including the Dagbon society. Husbands, by virtue of being the 

head and breadwinner of the family and controller of resources ought to bear responsibility 

of seeking the family welfare but not the wife. The left-behind husbands still have to initiate 

contacts and communication with their migrant wives even though it is assumed that since 

the wives are in the cities, they have the resources and hence can afford to call their husbands 

more than they will do. However, the migrant wives still stuck to their subservient position 

and expected the husband to exhibit their masculine instinct as society expected of them as 

real men who should be in charge of their families’ welfare. The left-behind husbands on 

the other hand also explained that they have to call their migrant wives from time to time to 

check on their welfare since their wives are always busy working; it is their responsibility 

to be contacting them. Husbands were the initiators of contacts and communication with 
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wives. Many of the left-behind husbands reported that they initiated the contacts and 

communication with their wives. As one of them indicated: 

It’s true that she’s not home but that’s the more reason why I’ve to check on her to 

be sure that she’s safe so that I can also relax my mind here. If anything happened 

to her, her parents will question me. This’s because, being a man and husband, it’s 

your responsibility to oversee your family’s welfare including the assurance that 

family members are safe and sound no matter where they may be. You have to show 

that you can protect them at all time, so I use the telephone to do that. Talking to her 

all the time gives me the assurance that she’s safe, so I don’t have to worry much 

about her 

     (Musah, 27 years, male, August, 2017, Savelugu). 

 

The “husbandly” responsibilities of a man therefore do not end with the migration of the 

wife. It must be maintained no matter the locus of the wife. 

 

A study by Adiku, (2017) on the Ghanaian transnational migrants found that couples in 

transnational arrangements communicate using a wide range of modern forms of 

communication technology such as: video and picture messaging enabling software like 

Skype, picture messaging platforms like Facebook and text messaging platforms like Yahoo 

messenger, Google talk, now Hangout, Whatsapp and Viber as mediums of communication. 

On the contrary, the phone call was the main medium of communication among the couples 

in this study. Almost all (98.5%) of the study sample who were in touch with their migrant 

spouses communicated with them using cell phones. Only two left-behind spouses 

representing 0.5% percent indicated that they use some of the modern social media only for 

communication with their spouses. Those who use both social media and phone calls were 

also 0.5 percent whilst the remaining 0.5 percent communicates with their migrant spouses 

by verbal messages through friends of their migrant husbands. Adiku (2017) found in her 

study that the choice of a medium of communication was dependent on convenience of use 

and knowledge of use. Contrary, this study found that the choice of a medium of 

communication was rather dependent on knowledge of existence other media of 
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communication other than phone calls, the ability to afford and operate a multimedia 

communication device like an Android phone and a multimedia friendly communication 

environment. The findings of this study rather confirm that of Panagakos and Horst (2006) 

who noted that the choice of a medium of communication is affected by the expertise of the 

user and ability to afford due to higher cost. Many of the left-behind spouses used cell 

phones to communicate with their migrant spouses because with the growth of technology, 

cell phones have become the commonest means of communication in most parts of Ghana 

including rural areas. One could use a cell phone to make calls with little education and 

guidance. However, even though the use of social media is common in Ghana, it required 

some amount of formal educational attainment to be able to communicate by use of social 

media. The high illiteracy rate among the study population does not grant them the needed 

expertise to use other modern forms of communication other than phone calls. Also, the 

constraint of most of the left-behind spouses in this study to use multimedia form of 

communication is associated with a myriad of factors such as the high cost of owning a 

smart phone, lack of electricity in some of the areas to constantly charge the smart phones 

and the poor internet connectivity to facilitate multimedia communication. The few left-

behind spouses who used multimedia platforms to communicate were educated with 

secondary or higher education and live in the Sagnarigu district which is closer to Tamale 

the capital of the Northern Region which has relatively good internet connection. 

 

7.5 Dealing with Sexual Needs in the Absence of Migrant Spouse 

The importance of satisfying sexual needs cannot be under estimated (Nukunya, 2003) 

especially in the absence of a husband or wives for an extended period. Since the desire to 

meet sexual needs tend to vary according to one’s sexual make up (walker, 1954), the study 

therefore sought to find out how left-behind husbands and wives deal with their sexual needs 

in the absence of their spouses. With regards to the question on how the left-behind spouses 
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satisfy their sexual needs in the absence of their migrant spouses, various responses were 

received.  The major responses given were conversing over the phone with the migrant 

spouse, visiting spouse at the destination, waiting for the spouse to return home, supressing 

the sexual desire by not thinking about sex, getting sex from another wife, marrying another 

wife and engaging in extra marital affairs. All the left-behind wives responded to the 

question on how they cope with their sex desire in the absence of their husbands, however, 

about half (53.2. %) of the left-behind husbands refused to state how they satisfy their sexual 

needs in the absence of their wives. One of them asked: 

This work of yours, you said you are doing research, right? Won’t your research be 

complete if I don’t answer this question? I have given you all the information you 

need but as for my sexual life, I won’t’ tell you. Why do you want to know? It’s too 

personal to tell you what I do. You’re also a young man so tell me what you do when 

your wife is not around. I’ve my own way of dealing with it, but I’m not ready to 

tell you so forget about it 

(Saani, 30 years, male, August, 2017, Savelugu). 

 

Saani and other left-behind husbands felt insecure discussing their sexual life with a fellow 

man (the researcher) probably because they are engaging in extra-marital relationships 

which they do not want to disclose to a man who is also a stranger. Some felt since the 

researcher came from Accra and their wives were also living at the same place, he was sent 

by their wives to come and investigate their sexual life hence, their strong refusal to talk 

about their sexual life in the absence of their wives.  The left-behind husbands who agreed 

to talk about how they cope with their sexual needs, admitted that they satisfy their sexual 

desire from girlfriends that they got after the migration of their wives. The study found that 

those who said they have girlfriends were married to only one wife and that explains why 

they resorted to having girlfriends as a way of coping with their sexual needs. Although left-

behind husbands who are husbands to more than one wife are assumed not to engage in 

extra marital affairs since they have other wife(s) at home, the study found that whilst the 

majority resort to the other wife(s) in meeting their sexual needs in the absence of the other 
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wife, some of them indicated that they also have girlfriends whom they have sexual 

intercourse with. According to 37 years old Alhassan from Savelugu: “I have two wives, 

but they have all gone to down south since last year, now I am alone so what do you expect 

me to do. Should I stop from being a man? I need a woman”. Fusieni, from Sagnarigu, also 

added that: 

 Yes, I married two wives but since one isn’t available, she has to be replaced. So, I 

went in for another woman, I have not married her, but she meets my sexual needs. 

Our fathers said, a husband of one wife is still a bachelor. Do you know why they 

said that? It’s because one woman cann’t satisfy a man alone, she needs support and 

my two wives are aware. So, mine isn’t a secret. But they don’t know the woman 

because I don’t want confusion 

(Fusieni, 35 years, male, August, 2017, Sagnarigu). 

 

 

Husbands married to one or multiple wives admitted having extra marital affairs in the 

absence of their migrant wives and even justified why they engage in such acts. All the six 

husbands interviewed in-depth indicated that they started being unfaithful to their wives 

after their migration, thus, migration was the cause of their infidelity. Even though these 

men are married, the migration of their wives has turned them to what Shen (2008) termed 

as “situational singles” which explains why they resort to taking other women as partners 

for their sexual gratification like other single men. This finding is in consonance with that 

of Adiku (2017) on spouses left behind in Ghana by their international migrant spouses 

which indicates that some left-behind husbands easily admitted to having extra marital 

affairs to meet their sexual desires, but no left-behind wife did so. 

 

The majority of the left-behind wives (70%) who were interviewed in-depth indicated that 

they psychologically blocked their minds and feelings for sex, so they do not think about it 

since their husbands are not around. Nonetheless a few of them admitted that this ordeal is 

not easy because they are suffering within but since their husbands are away, they have no 

option than to wait for them to return home. As such, sex is therefore the least concern 
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among their worries. For the left-behind husbands on the other hand, sex is a major concern 

among their worries. The claims of the left-behind wives may be true because, some studies 

show that biologically and socio-culturally, women have a higher tendency to control the 

pressure of sexual drive compared to men (Walker, 1954; Diamond, 2008). Wives who have 

the desire to indulge in extramarital affairs to meet their sexual needs are constrained 

because of the possible consequences that they are likely to face. This is because, although 

adultery is abhorred in most Ghanaian cultures especially in the Northern Region where the 

Islamic religion is dominant, adultery on the part of married men is pardonable to some 

extent. However, married women who commit adultery are sanctioned notwithstanding the 

prevailing conditions that drove them into the act. This occurrence is as a result of the 

prevailing socio-cultural practice where married women who engage in extra marital affairs 

are labelled as promiscuous women (Abotchie, 1997; Nukunya, 2003), but married men 

who engage in similar acts are not given the same tag by society. This probably explained 

why the left-behind wives refused to discuss their extra-marital affairs even if they were 

indulging in it compared to the left-behind husbands. To avoid this, 25 percent of the left-

behind wives indicated that they only satisfy their sexual needs when they travel to where 

their husbands reside. A few of the husbands left-behind also reported that they have no 

option than to wait and have sex with their wives when they return home or when they visit 

them at their destinations.  

 

The study also found that engaging in extra marital affair was locus specific. The male focus 

group discussion revealed that married men and women can only indulge in extra-marital 

sexual affair only when they move to urban areas like Tamale but not in the rural 

community. A participant stated that: 

You cann’t go about sleeping with other women in this community. Whether you 

are married or not, this is not allowed in our community. And if you do it, we w’ll 

catch you because, it’s not something you can hide from the members of the 
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community and when you’re caught indulging in such acts, you’re sent to the chief’s 

palace and you’re fined heavily. So, this deters people from engaging in extra-

marital sexual affairs in this community. Over the years, we’ve caught few people 

and they’re all men. I haven’t seen or heard of a woman before. First time offenders 

are given warning but the second time, you’ll pay the fine 

(A female Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

One of the elders of the community interjected by distinguishing what happens at the rural 

and the urban areas even within the Northern Region. He said: 

The village is’not like the big towns where everyone is on his or her own. When I 

was in Tamale, I knew married men and women who were sleeping carelessly with 

people, but I couldn’t control them, even with my position as a police officer and an 

elderly man because I’ve no control over them. I don’t know their parents or where 

they come from and they haven’t committed any crime. But in the village, we’re our 

own people, one family 

                    (An elderly male Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Kumbungu). 

 

This finding is confirmed by the analysis of the background information of the left-behind 

husbands who were interviewed. It was found that all the left-behind husbands who admitted 

that they cope sexually by sleeping with other women other than their wives were residents 

of the Savelugu and Sagnarigu area which were relatively urbanised and cosmopolitan in 

nature unlike the Tolon and Kumbungu which were more rural, communal and closely 

knitted. Thus, left-behind husbands in urban areas are more likely to engage in extra marital 

affairs than their counter parts in the rural areas because of its social organisation and 

controls. Even though Mba Musah alluded that married women in the urban areas also 

engage in extra marital affairs, just like the wives in the rural areas, none of the wives in the 

urban areas admitted having any extra marital affairs. Those who engage in such an act will 

not admit it because, even though there may not be sanctions in the urban areas, the stigma 

associated with being an adulterous woman is deterrent enough to let them keep their act a 

secret. It is expected that Islamic beliefs and Dagomba traditional practices in the Northern 

Region will constrain indulgence in extra marital affairs, but this was not the case.  All the 
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left-behind husbands who admitted that they could not cope with their sexual needs were 

Muslim Dagomba men who were successfully self-employed. Their indulgence in extra 

marital affairs may therefore be explained by the fact that Islamic Religion and Dagomba 

culture allows for multiple marriages which is often misconstrued for multiple sexual 

partners and easily facilitated by the availability of extra resources through their good 

income.      

 

From the foregoing discussion, whilst the left-behind husbands are comfortably able to 

disclose their extra marital affairs, the left-behind wives are not able to do so because society 

expects men and women to behave differently. This gendered segregation of behaviour 

according to Hondagneu-Sotelo (1992), gender relations are embedded in normative 

practices and expectations. These socio-culturally biased practices emphasize that men and 

women behave in accordance with the designation of ‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness. Thus, 

when husbands migrate and leave their wives behind, they are expected to remain chaste, 

and stay behind to care for the children and the daily operation of every domestic sphere. 

However, in the current changing dispensation where wives also marry and leave husbands 

behind, remaining chaste is not a socio-cultural expectation of husbands when their wives 

are away. This suggests that women’s sexual practices are very often viewed through social 

norms and expectations (Wingood & DiClemente, 1998) whilst that of men is not. This 

practice consequently and invariably influences the different coping experiences of left-

behind wives and husbands in this study. 

 

7.6 Extra Marital Arrangement: A Coping Mechanism 

Polygyny is a common practice in many societies in Ghana. The practices of polygyny allow 

men to have multiple wives concurrently, but women are strictly limited to one husband at 

a time (Manuh, 1984; Oppong, 1976; Nukunya, 1969). So, in migrant households, the 
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tendency of left-behind husbands to easily have a replacement for the migrant wife and 

someone to unleash their libido on is high but women are prohibited because they must have 

one husband and to whom they must be devoted and stay chaste from any sexual 

contamination. Polygyny is subsequently a common social, cultural and religious practice 

in the Northern Region of Ghana (GSS, 2013), where this study was conducted. It is 

therefore not surprising that some of the left-behind husbands indicated in the previous 

discussion that they do not have to think of how to cope about their sexual desire since they 

have other wife(s) they resorted to in the absence of the migrant wife. Husbands left behind 

were not the only men who married other wives, but migrant husbands also married other 

wives at their destination. Left-behind wives were then asked whether they are aware that 

migrant husbands have other wives. It can be seen from Figure 6.9 that 9 percent of them 

responded in the affirmative whilst 32.3 percent said their husbands have no other wives. 

However, the remaining 60 percent of the left-behind wives were in a limbo, hence they 

could not indicate whether their husbands are in any extra marital arrangement or not. Out 

of the percentage of left-behind wives who knew that their husbands have other wives, 61.8 

percent indicated that the other wives of their husbands were living with their husbands at 

the destination area whilst 26.5 percent were residing in the same house with the other wives 

at the origin community.  A few of them (11.8%) did not know where these other wives 

were residing, but they were aware their husbands have other wives.  
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Figure 7.3: Participation in polygamous marriages among left-behind spouses 

     

Source: Fieldwork (June, 2017) 

 

Left-behind wives who were aware of the extra marital arrangement of their husbands were 

not disturbed in any way about the arrangement as one of them indicated: 

He’s a man and he’s allowed to marry up to four wives. It’s even good that my 

husband married another wife because the work in the house is too much for me. If 

I were to be the only wife in the family, I would’ve suffered a lot when my husband 

left home. But I’m now relieved because I’ve someone to help me and she has also 

been a good support 

 (Mamuna, 42 years, female, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

Wives with co-wives considered themselves not as rivals but partners because of their 

socialisation. As Mamuna alluded, it is the right of the man to marry as many as four wives 

and the purpose is to enhance the labour capacity of the household. This finding is confirmed 

by Brown (1996) who found that the practice of polygamy in traditional Ghanaian society 

is often justified because it provides more hands for work at home and in the farm. The extra 

wives therefore allow women to have more leisure time due to the mutual help they enjoy. 

As noted by Adomako-Ampofo, (2001) proverbs also play important roles in further 

reinforcing some socio-cultural practices. Typical example which kept recurring in this 

study to support polygyny is “a man with one wife is not better than a bachelor” which 

implies that one woman is not enough for a man. By socialisation, women have also 

accepted the practice and conforming to its practise.  
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Even though majority (70%) of the left-behind wives with co-wives did not know the reason 

why their husbands married additional wives they still accepted the co-wives as their 

household partners. A few (30%) of them, however, indicated that their husbands married 

these other wives to support them with household chores at the place of destination whilst 

other wives at the origin were to support the left-behind wives with household chores whilst 

the husband is away.  Clearly, in the opinion of left-behind wives, their husbands married 

other wives to support the families’ work load whether at the origin or destination. Wives 

with “rivals” accepted the decision of their husbands to marry other wives and accepted 

their status in the family. One of them has this to say: This is to indicate that the wives in 

the study sample welcomed their co-wives and considered them as people who are brought 

to support them and not as “rivals” who are competing with them for their husbands. 

 

When the left-behind husbands were asked whether they have other wives, 9 percent of them 

responded in the affirmative whilst 49 percent indicated that they were husbands to only one 

wife. About 41 percent of the left-behind husbands refused to answer any question about 

their marriage. Among those who have other wives, about two-thirds (67%) of them took 

these other wives even before their wives migrated. The reason cited by these left-behind 

husbands for having more than one wife was the demand for more farm work.   

 

The left-behind husbands who started practicing polygyny after the migration of their wives 

indicated that the practice is traditionally and religiously permissible and as men and heads 

of household, they needed more feminine support especially with regards to their household 

chores and farm work.  An elderly Focus Group Discussant stated that  

As Dagomba men and husbands, we need to have more wives instead of one wife 

because our religion, particularly Islam, allows us to marry as many as four wives. 

Our Dagbon tradition also doesn’t restrict us to how many women we should marry 

so we marry the number that we can take care of.  If you’ve more than one wife, 

there’ll always be a wife to take care of you when the other wife falls sick or travels. 
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So, one wife is not enough, and it’s even worse for a married man to live alone as if 

he’s still a bachelor. A Dagomaba man with one wife isn’t different from a bachelor 

because he doesn’t enjoy variety in the food he eats, I hope you understand what I 

mean? But the man with multiple wives enjoys different types of food so he can talk 

in public like I’m talking now…. 

(An elderly Focus Group Discussant, August, 2017, Tolon). 

 

This therefore explains why close to 30 percent of the left-behind husbands who were 

married to one wife married other wife(s) after their wives migrated. Even two of the left-

behind husbands (5.4%) who already had two wives, married an additional wife after one 

of the two wives migrated. probably because the work load in the house demanded for two 

women, hence the migrant wife ought to be replaced. These husbands attributed the 

marrying of extra wives to the fact that they are disappointed that their first wives migrated 

without their consent. Some revealed that they cannot live without a woman with them 

because they have to satisfy their sexual desire. The few husbands who had custody of the 

children of their first wives said, they needed a woman to take care of their children since 

they were finding it difficult to adequately cater for the children. Hence, left-behind 

husbands needed to marry other wives to fill the vacuum created by the migrant wife. 

However, left-behind wives could not cope with the absence of their husbands the same way 

the left-behind husbands did because social organisation of society has different 

expectations of how men and women should behave. Therefore, husbands and wives left-

behind by their migrant spouses are supposed to behave according to the expectations of 

society and since the social expectations are influenced by patriarchal orientations, husbands 

are put in a superior status than wives’ which constraints them from behaving like their male 

counterparts.    

 

The last of Connell’s three divisions of the Gender and Power Theory, the structure of 

cathexis, outlines laws, social norms, and prohibitions that shape what is ‘normal’ within 
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heterosexual relationships. This also includes the prevailing social norms, emotional 

attachments and expectations that inform relationships (Connell, 1987; Kershaw et al., 

2006; Wingood & DiClemente, 2000).  In Ghana, women are socialised to understand that 

a man could marry more than one woman (Manuh 1984; Oppong 1973; Nukunya 1969) but 

a woman can marry only one man which Connell (1987; 113) described as the “double 

standard” position taken by society to put desires of men above women. The reproductive 

right of women and the right to make personal decisions concerning the use of birth control 

and family planning services are predominantly the decision of men (Buor, 1996). As 

women, the expectations of family and motherhood such as child birth and being a good 

mother and wife also serve as obstacles which prevent them to fully exercise their 

reproductive rights to decision making on their personal life issues (Sossou, 2006). Cornell’s 

theory further helps fashioning out a suitable structure within which to analyze what is 

considered appropriate sexual behaviour and the attached expectations of left-behind wives 

and husbands considering the inferior position of women in traditional Ghanaian society 

which are reinforced by several traditional but normative practices.   

 

7.7 Summary  

This chapter is on the mechanisms left-behind husbands and wives adopt to deal with their 

exigencies of the absence of their spouses and how gendered these mechanisms are. Before 

migration, couples in both extended and nuclear families depended on each other for both 

material and emotional support, however, after spousal migration, couples in extended 

families turned to other people to meet their emotional and material or physical support with 

more left-behind husbands depending on their friends for these needs. The situation was 

somewhat different among couples in the nuclear families. Even though the proportion of 

dependence before migration reduced, a good proportion of left-behind spouses in nuclear 

homes still depended on their migrant spouses to cope with their emotional and material/ 
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physical needs because they did not have extended family members to depend on to cope 

with the absence of their husbands, besides, advancement in modern means of technology 

also aided them to be in constant touch with each other.  

 

Many left-behind wives were able to cope with exigencies of the absence of their husbands 

than the left-behind husbands because migrant husbands visited home more frequently 

compared to migrant wives. The husbands visited home due to the requirement of certain 

masculine responsibilities they need to perform. With regards to left-behind spouse visiting 

their migrant spouses at the destination, a few husbands visited their wives because they 

want to be sure that the wives will not engage in any immoral act that will bring disgrace to 

them when they return. However, majority of husbands refused to visit their wives due to 

socio-cultural constraints. Husbands cited responsibility as heads of households to seek the 

welfare and security of their wives no matter where they are located. Telephony was the 

commonest means of communication between couples because of availability of cell phones 

and the fact that it requires less skills and expertise to use it. However, education and place 

of residence has influence on the use of modern means of communication such as social 

media. Left-behind wives also explained that is the responsibility of the migrant husbands 

to see to their welfare by constantly calling to check on them. Wives only called husbands 

where they need their urgent attention.    

 

Left-behind spouses stated several mechanisms they adopt to cope with their sexual desires 

in the absence of their spouses however, about half of the left-behind husbands refused to 

respond to the question. Left-behind wives freely discussed the mechanisms they adopt to 

deal with their sexual needs in the absence of their husbands but did not disclosed their 

involvement in any nefarious mechanisms such as extra marital affairs even if they engaged 

in them because of the negative reaction they receive. The left-behind husbands who openly 
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discussed their extra marital affairs with pride felt more masculine. Husbands residing in 

the urban areas felt more comfortable disclosing their nefarious sexual coping strategies 

because of lack of sanctions for such acts. Both left-behind husbands and wives were in 

unanimity that polygyny was a coping mechanism to spousal migration. They saw the 

addition of one or more wives as a source of providing support in household work, but the 

husbands also considered it as substitution for the absent wife(s).      
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

8.0 Introduction  

Studies on both internal and international migration and left-behind families focus more on 

children left-behind. The few studies on left-behind spouses are mostly examined within the 

context of international migration and have been predominantly conducted in Asia and Latin 

America. Even though, north-south internal migration in Ghana has been longstanding and 

also involves husbands and wives, studies on it have paid little attention to socio-cultural 

issues such as gendered experiences of left-behind wives and husbands. This study therefore 

contributed to the migration and gender literature by filling this research gap specifically 

with regard to the north-south migration originating from Northern Region. It examined 

the gendered experiences and coping strategies of the spouses left-behind by the north-south 

internal migrant spouses with respect to changing gender roles and power relations in their 

households. The theoretical and conceptual framework that guided this study was Connell’s 

(1987) theory of Gender and Power.  

 

The respondents were 400 left-behind spouses (235 left-behind husbands and 165 left-

behind wives) who were purposively sampled from Savelugu-Nanton Municipal, Sagnarigu, 

Tolon and Kumbungu Districts in Northern Region of Ghana. The study employed the 

Sequential Explanatory Strategy mixed method design for the collection and analysis of the 

field data. The quantitative study involved 400 respondents through a survey whilst the 

qualitative study involved 30 participants through in-depth interviews and focus group 

discussions. Ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Committee for the Humanities, 

University of Ghana, Legon. 
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This chapter provides a summary of the major findings of the research for chapters four, 

five, six and seven, conclusions and some policy and research recommendations made based 

on the findings of the study.  

 

8.1 Summary of Findings  

8.1.1 Migration of Spouse and Gendered Power Relations  

The impact of spousal migration on gendered power relations and household decision-

making process is contingent on existing imbalances in the structure of gender power 

relations as confirmed by Connell’s (1987) framework of gender and power.  Although, 

there was a general male dominance in household decision-making, factors such as type of 

family and place of residence contributed to decision-making power exercised by left-

behind wives. The left-behind wives in nuclear families and in urban areas were more 

involved in household decision-making compared to left-behind wives in extended families 

and in rural areas. This is because gender divisions of power relations are less stringent in 

urban areas due to modernization, which is characterized by reduced observance of cultural 

norms and practices that restrain women’s participation of decision-making. The autonomy 

to make household decisions is also gendered. Thus, whilst left-behind husbands could 

make decisions without consulting migrant wives, left-behind wives did not have the liberty 

to make household decisions without recourse to the migrant husband or other male relations 

in the household. This occurrence is further attributed to the bias or gendered power 

relations that favour men. Consequently, husbands have more power over wives due to 

socio-cultural practices such as patriarchy, marriage, family type, which are embedded in 

the unequal distribution of gendered power relations in the study area. 
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The study also found that husbands’ domination in migration decision-making occurs when 

left-behind wives accepted their subordinate position as women who cannot challenge the 

migration decisions of husbands even in cases where they did not support the migration of 

their husbands due to their cultural orientation. Left-behind wives living in nuclear 

households in urban areas, however, have some amount of autonomy to be involved in the 

migration decisions of their husbands because patriarchy is relatively weak in such context. 

The decline in economic livelihoods of husbands also contributed to the weakening of their 

control over wives’ migration. They do not interfere in the migration decision of their wives 

because; they are not able to perform their cardinal masculine role of breadwinning. 

 

Gendered power relations in migration decision making is also influenced by some cultural 

practices and family structure such as “Dougkana” which limits the influence of husbands 

over wives when they move into their natal homes. Qualitative data support the argument 

that gendered decision-making power for household decision-making is also determined by 

the type of family and place of residence of left-behind husbands and wives. These factors 

also have concomitant effect on receipt, control and use of remittances among left-behind 

spouses and contribute to making it gendered. Most left-behind husbands rarely receive 

remittances from their migrant wives. Those who receive remittances have lesser control in 

the use of the remittances sent by their wives compared to left-behind wives. 

 

8.1.2 Migration of Spouse and Gender Roles 

Previous studies show that spousal migration results in changes and reassignment of the 

usual gendered roles performed by left-behind spouses (Yabiku et al., 2010’; Hoang, & 

Yeoh, 2011). This study found that gender roles of left-behind husbands and wives in 

extended families are less likely to change due to spousal migration. Thus, the presence of 
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other male family members such as brothers, fathers, uncles and even grandfathers easily 

assume the masculine roles of migrant husbands whilst female family members such as 

sisters, mothers, mothers-in-law and aunties also assume the feminine roles of the migrant 

wives. Gender roles do not necessarily change with migration of spouses in societies where 

there are entrenched gender division of roles as confirmed by the postulations of the theory 

of gender and power. The study further argues that not only are household chores gendered 

in Dagbon societies, they are also graded. Males who perform feminine chores are 

considered to be emasculated (“dochogfu”) but when females, especially those in urban 

areas, perform masculine chores, they are considered to be empowered and liberated 

women. Gender division of labour is more stringent in rural areas than it is in urban areas. 

This practice therefore forces left-behind husbands to delegate the roles of their migrant 

wives to other females to perform on their behalf to avoid being ridiculed. This is as a result 

of the bias of society towards masculine roles as being superior as confirmed by Lam and 

Yeoh (2018). The absence of other family members in nuclear families however encourages 

left-behind husbands to assume the roles of migrant wives and vice versa. The cosmopolitan 

nature of urban areas allows wives and husbands to assume masculine and feminine chores 

respectively. However, some left-behind wives in nuclear families in urban areas reassign 

certain masculine chores such as house maintenance and farm work to other males to 

perform for a fee.  

 

Notwithstanding, spousal migration may have a different effect on gender roles in 

households who have been socialised to perform both masculine and feminine chores and 

not to observe strict distinction of gender roles. Since such husbands or wives were already 

performing both feminine and masculine roles before the spousal migration. This study 

contributes to Connell’s theory of gender and power in that notwithstanding the socio-

cultural structures that wrought gender division of labour in society, changes in gender roles 
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can occur when one spouse migrates and leaves the other spouse behind, but these changes 

vary according to the sex of the left-behind spouse, family or household type and place of 

residence. The quantitative analysis confirms that place of residence is statistically 

associated with spousal migration and gender role change where P<.001. 

 

8.1.3 Benefits, Opportunities and Challenges of Migration of Spouses 

Based on the findings from both quantitative and qualitative data collected for this study, 

the study argues that the benefits, opportunities and challenges of spousal migration are 

largely gendered. The benefits and challenges that left-behind husbands derive from the 

migration of their wives and husbands are influenced by their sex (being a man or woman) 

and a husband or wife. Comparatively, left-behind wives reported to have benefited more 

from the migration of their husbands than left-behind husbands did. This is because, whilst 

migrant husbands maintain their masculine responsibility as breadwinners of the family by 

remitting home to meet the needs of their wives and other family members, migrant wives 

diverted their household provisioning responsibility from their conjugal homes to their natal 

homes through sending remittance and other support after their migration. This pattern of 

behaviour explains why a higher proportion of left-behind husbands are not happy with the 

migration of their wives.  

 

In line with the Structure of Cathexis in the Theory of Gender and Power, the socio-cultural 

expectations of husbands in most societies in Northern Region is to have dominion over the 

running of the affairs of the household and its inhabitants (Boateng et al, 2006).  However, 

the inability of husbands to control and sanction wives who migrate in a patriarchal 

environment like the study area is perceived by society as a weakness and an indication that 

they are not in full control of their home. They are therefore considered as incapable of 

meeting the expectations of society as the breadwinners of their family and have rather 
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allowed the wives to work and assume the bread-winning role. Husbands who find 

themselves in this situation are therefore not comfortable with the absence of their wives. 

The situation even gets worse when the migrant wives do not remit to the husbands to 

compensate for being ridiculed due to the migration of their wives. A section of the left-

behind husbands ignore this societal expectation with the justification of social change 

where wives also support husbands in household provisioning. The left-behind husbands 

with this orientation were mostly found in nuclear households and in the urban areas. The 

qualitative study further found that left-behind spouses, especially husbands who fully 

participated in the migration process of their wives benefited from the migration and were 

not worried about the consequence of their absence. This situation was more common in the 

nuclear household and those in the urban areas.  

 

Left-behind husbands are therefore more likely to express regret in the absence of their 

wives than left-behind wives. A chi-square test found the relations between the sex of left-

behind spouses to be statistically associated with feeling of regret (P=0.000) but the 

difference also varies according to household type. It must be noted that spousal migration 

and the subsequent separation of the couples do not always result in regrets. The left-behind 

spouses in abusive relationships were happy about the absence of the migrant spouse from 

the home. Migration therefore serves as a source of liberation and freedom for spouses to 

live a happier life and the study found that this occurrence cut across all the sexes. 

  

8.1.4 Gendered Coping Strategies  

One of the key arguments of this study is that gendered structures impact on the coping 

strategies that left-behind spouses adopt. This finding is in line with Connell’s three 

structures of the theory of gender and power. The structures of gender division of labour 
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and power as well as the different expectations of society about how males and females 

should behave wrought the different strategies that left-behind husbands and wives adopt to 

cope with the absence of their spouse. Masculinity or maleness symbolises strength, safety, 

protection and wealth. This explains why left-behind husbands depended on their fathers to 

meet most of their socio-economic needs before and after the migration of their wives. In 

the same vein, left-behind wives also depended on their husbands for their socio-economic 

and emotional needs before the migration of their husbands. They however turn to their 

fathers-in-law to meet their socio-economic needs after their husbands migrated but still 

maintained their husbands as the providers of their emotional needs. There was less 

dependence of left-behind wives on their mothers and mothers-in-laws because as stated by 

Boateng et al. (2006), women depend more on men for their safety and household 

provisioning compared to their fellow women. This is a common phenomenon in most 

patriarchal societies. In terms of emotional needs such as love and affection, companionship, 

attraction, and dealing with depression issues, left-behind husbands depended on male and 

female friends to meet these needs; left-behind wives, however, still depended more on their 

migrant husbands and sometimes on their mothers, mothers-in-law and friends. Left-behind 

wives indicated that they cannot depend on non-kin males for fear of being associated with 

infidelity.   

 

Dependency on persons to satisfy needs as a result of spousal migration also varies 

according to sex and type of household. Left-behind spouses in nuclear families depended 

more on their migrant husband to meet most of their needs than wives left behind in 

extended families. This is because, couples in nuclear families communicate more 

frequently and have stronger bonds and affection due to the absence of extended family 

influence on their relationship. In the same vein, left-behind husbands and wives in the 

nuclear families also depended more on their migrant spouses. Left-behind wives and 
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husbands in extended families depended less on their spouses because there were other 

people to fill the void created by the spouse. Marrying additional wife(s) as a result of 

spousal migration was considered a normal coping strategy. Both left-behind husbands and 

wives were in unanimity that polygyny was a coping mechanism for spousal migration. 

They saw the addition of one or more wives as a source of providing support in household 

work, but the husbands further considered it as substitution for the absent wife(s). This 

practice can be attributed to their socialisation as confirmed by Manuh (1984), Oppong, 

(1976) and Nukunya 1(969).       

 

8.2 Conclusions 

Left-behind and migrant husbands dominated in household decision-making compared to 

left-behind and migrant wives. The male dominance in household decision-making is 

because of the way patriarchal norms have constructed men to be superior to women. This 

status bestows on husbands the authority to make household decision whether they are at 

home or out of home. This explains why husbands maintain their household decision-

making powers either as left-behind or migrant husbands.  Thus, left-behind wives still 

consult migrant husbands before making some household decisions. A few left-behind 

wives in nuclear households, however, have the power to make household decisions without 

consulting the migrant husbands. This suggests that gender division of power and practices 

associated with patriarchal norms are more pronounced in extended families and they are in 

nuclear families. This finding gives support to Connell’s (1987) Theory of Gender and 

Power and the conceptual framework which posit that the sex of left-behind spouse, type of 

family and place of residence influence the power relations experience among left-behind 

spouses. The study further concludes in line with Connell (2005) that patriarchy and its 

resultant male domination is sustained by the stronger economic power that husbands have 
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over wives and when wives also accept their subordinate status relative to that of their 

husband and do not act on their agency to empower themselves. 

 

The study further contends that spousal migration does not always change the usual pattern 

of gendered roles of left-behind spouses as suggested by previous studies. This is due to the 

stronger attachment to gender division of labour. Thus, in societies where there is strong 

attachment to the structure of gender division of labour as outlined in the Theory of Gender 

and Power, migration of wives does not automatically lead to the assumption of the 

performance of domestic chores by left-behind husbands. Strict adherence to the norms of 

gender division of labour will not allow left-behind husband to assume the gendered roles 

of their migrant wives even if they are willing to do so. The use of verbal ridiculing such as 

calling a man dochogfu is often adopted to deter men from performing chores that are 

designated as feminine. However, females who perform some masculine roles in the absence 

of their husbands are sometimes esteemed in the patriarchal society but in a subtle manner. 

Furthermore, contrary to the findings by earlier studies (see for example, Hoang & Yeoh, 

2011; Sarker and Islam, 2014; Ullah, 2017 and Lam & Yeoh, 2018) changes in gendered 

roles and power relations are not only affected by migration of spouses but also mediated 

by other factors, for example, socialisation based on socio-cultural values, modernisation 

and social changes in family and community structure. The study also concludes that the 

existing gendered division of roles and responsibilities in household resulted in the gendered 

nature of sending and receipt of remittances among left-behind husbands and wives. 

 

The study also concludes that compared to left-behind wives, left-behind husbands saw the 

effects of the migration of their wives more as a dent on their masculine identity than it 

being beneficial as reported in earlier studies. Contrary to literature on gender and migration 

which posits that wives use migration to escape from abusive husbands (Paiewonsky, 2017), 
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this study found that both left-behind husbands and left-behind wives in abusive marriages 

also consider their migration of the abusive spouse as liberation and a benefit of spousal 

migration. 

 

The coping strategies adopted by left-behind husbands and wives are influenced by existing 

gendered division of labour and power relation, and the socio-cultural expectations 

exhibiting their maleness or femaleness regarding behaviour. 

 

8.3 Recommendations  

Based on the conclusion of this study, the following recommendations were made: 

Married couples, especially those in extended family, should have pre-migration 

conversation on possible benefits and adverse effects of the migration of either of them on 

the welfare of the family and how gendered roles and power relations will be negotiated. 

 

Since formal education institutions have become one of the major agents of the socialisation 

of children, Ghana Education Service should lay more emphasis on the teaching and 

demonstrations of equal gender norms and cultural practices in both curricular and extra-

curricular activities at the early stages of education. This practice will help to disabuse the 

minds of children on the biased socio-cultural practices and norms such as stringent 

observance of gender division of labour and power relations.   

 

Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Protection should spearhead the promotion of 

gender mainstreaming in public hiring and budgeting to assist the ordinary Ghanaian  

 

Based on the National Gender Policy and the Children Policy, the Ministry of Gender, 

Children and Social Protection should spearhead the education and sensitisation of adults in 
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the Northern Region on the need to practice social norms that are equally to both husbands 

and wives. This will help to address issues such as attachment to the practice of gender 

division of labour and power, which are discriminatory socio-cultural practices and are also 

disadvantaged women. Parents should also be educated to socialise their children to embrace 

egalitarian cultural practices and train them to perform all household chores, whether they 

are considered as masculine or feminine chores. 

 

Religious bodies and Non-governmental Organisations and that are operating in Northern 

Region including, Northern Girls Initiative, Women Support Activism Group, Bibir Ghana 

Foundation, UNPFA should strengthen their advocacy on gender equality and intensify their 

campaign on the socialisation of children in ways that will eliminate the root causes of 

gender-based discrimination including unnecessary segregation of roles and power relations 

according to gender. These actions will help younger people to internalize the values of 

equitable gender roles and power relations instead of the existing structural gendered 

divisions.  In a dispensation where the fifth goal of the SDGs is advocating all-inclusiveness, 

the worth and abilities of men and women, husbands and wives should be equally 

recognized and use in synergy for the mutual benefit of families, society and the nation as a 

whole.  

 

Studies which have interest on migration and gender issues, should endeavor to compare 

the gendered experiences of spouse left-behind by internal and international migrant spouses 

to find out if the type of migration will have any effect on gender roles and power relations 

in the area. Further studies should also trace the migrant spouses in order to compare their 

gendered experiences with that of the left-behind spouses. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX I- FIELD INSTRUMENT 

 

 

Survey on North-south Internal Migration: Experiences and Coping Strategies among Left-

behind Spouses in the Northern Region of Ghana 

 I am a PhD Candidate at the Centre for Migration Studies of University of Ghana, Legon-Accra. 

This field research is being conducted as part of my studies. I would be grateful if you could 

answer the questions below. Your participation in this study is very important but voluntary and 

you can withdraw at any point. Any information provided for this study would be treated with 

utmost confidentiality and used only for academic purposes.  Thank you. 

 

 

Name of Enumerator    Enumerator ID 

 

Questionnaire Number             Tablet number:  

 

Area of Enumeration / Community

 

District:           1. Savelugu Nanton        2. Tolon        3. Kumbungu        4. Sagnarigu 

 

Date of interview      

 

 

SECTION 1: SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS 

 

1.1 Age [IN COMPLETED YEARS]                                       99. Don’t know       

 

1.2 Age of spouse [IN COMPLETED YEARS]                       99. Don’t know      

 

      

1.3 Sex of respondent

1.     Male                                                           2.    Female 

 

1.4 What is your highest level of education? 

 

1 No education        2.  Primary            3. JSS/JHS/Middle School          

4.SSS/SHS/O’Level  

5. Vocational/Technical/Commercial            6.  Post-secondary Cert.    

            

7. Post-Secondary Diploma                              8.  University Education       

 

9. Other (specify) …………………………………………………………………………… 
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1.5 What is the highest level of education of your spouse? 

 

1. No education          2.  Primary            3. JSS/JHS/Middle School          4. SSS/SHS/ O’ 

Level   

5. Vocational/Technical/Commercial            6.  Post-secondary Cert.    

            

7. Post-Secondary Diploma                              8.  University Education 

 

9. Other (specify) ………………………………………………………………………………

1.6  What is your religion? 

1. No religion           2.   Catholic            3.   Protestant (Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist) 

 

4. Pentecostal/Charismatic              5. Other Christian            6.  Islam          7. Traditionalist 

 

       8.   Other (specify) ………………………………………………………………………………    

 

1.7 What is the religion of your spouse? 

1. No religion          2.   Catholic                 3.   Protestant (Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist) 

 

4. Pentecostal/Charismatic              5. Other Christian            6.  Islam          7. Traditionalist 

 

       8.   Other (specify) …………………………………….          

 

1.8 How long have you been married?  

 

1.9a which year did your spouse migrate?  

 

1.9 What is your employment status?     1. Employee                2. Self-employed with employee(s)                

3.  Self-employed without employee(s)        4. Casual worker      5. Contributing to family worker         

6. Apprentice           7. Domestic employee         8. Other Please specify…………………….. 

 

1.10 What is your current occupation? ……………………………………………………… 

 

1.11  What is the employment status of your spouse? 

     1. Employee                2. Self-employed with employee(s)                3.  Self-employed without 

employee(s)                      4. Casual worker                    5. Contributing to family worker                                

6. Apprentice                     7. Domestic employee           8. Other Please specify…………………… 

 

1.12 What is the current occupation of your spouse?  …………………………………………… 

 

1.13 What other income generating activity/ activities are you engaged in? ...................................... 

 

1.14 What other income generating activity/ activities does your spouse engage in? ................. 

 

1.15  What is your annual income?  

1.16  What is the annual income of your spouse?  

 

1.17  Which ethnic group do you belong to? 

         1. Dagomba          2. Mamprusi            3. Gonja              4. Konkomba              5. Guan 

6. Other, please specify …………………………………………..…………………………   

1.18  Which ethnic group does your spouse belong to? 

                 1. Dagomba          2. Mamprusi            3. Gonja              4. Konkomba              5. Guan 
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6. Other, please specify …………………………………………………………   

 

 

SECTION 2: LIVING ARRANGEMENT AND CULTURAL PRACTICES  

 

2.1 What type of family do you have?  

1. Extended family         2. Nuclear Family        3. Other, specify………………….. 

  

2.2 Where does your spouse live now?  

a. Specific Location…………………………………………………………. 

b. District…………………………………………………………………… 

c. Region:    1. Western 2.  Central     3.  Greater Accra      4. Volta   

  5.  Eastern  6.    Ashanti 7. Brong Ahafo         8.   Northern 

   9.   Upper East      10. Upper West 

 

2.3 Why did your spouse decide to migrate to the current destination? 

    1. To work          2. For education         3. Health reasons        4. Other Please specify……...  

    

2.9 How long has your spouse been away?  

2.10 Number of biological children before spouse’s migration 

2.11 Number of biological children after spouse’s migration 

2.12 Is this the first time your spouse has migrated? 

       1. Yes                     (>> 2.14)                2. No.                    3. I don’t know 

 

2.13. If no, describe his migration pattern 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2.14. Did you participate in the migration decision making process of your spouse?  

1. Yes                           2.  No                        

2.15. Did you consent to the migration of your spouse? 

    1. Yes                                     2. No             (>> 2.16II)                 

2.16  If yes please state your level of consent. 

 1.  With full consent       2. Consent hesitantly        3. I was forced to consent        4. Did not 

consent  

2.16II. If no, why? 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2.17.     Who else did your spouse consult in the migration decision making process? (Multiple 

choice) 

1 His/her parents                  2. My parents          3. His/ her friends          

4 other relatives……………… ……… 5. No body         6. Don’t know                                                      

7. Other please specify…………………………… 

2.18    Why did you not move and joined your spouse? 

  1. I prefer staying back home        2.  Due to child care responsibilities        3. To care for the 

family’s properties         4. Wish to enjoy my independence              5. Mutual family arrangement 

6. My spouse and I agreed that I stay behind  
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7. Other, please specify……………………………………… 

 

SECTION 3: MIGRATION, GENDERED RELATIONS AND POWER DYNAMICS  

3.1.  Before the migration of your spouse, who used to take the major decision in your family? 

1. Myself         2. My father           3. My mother         4. My siblings           5. My friends  

6. Both of my parents              7. Both of my spouse’s parents  

8. Other, please specify………………………………………………………………………… 

3.2.  After the migration of your spouse, who now takes the major decision in your family? 

1. Myself         2. My father           3. My mother         4. My siblings           5. My friends  

6. Both of my parents              7. Both of my spouse’s parents  

8. Other, please specify………………………………………………………………………….. 

3.3. To what extent were you satisfied with your living conditions before your spouse migrated? 

1. Very Satisfied         2.   Satisfied           3. Neutral        4 Not Satisfied       5 Not at all 

Satisfied  

 

3.4.  To what extent are you satisfied with your current living conditions after your spouse 

migrated? 

 

1 Very Satisfied       2   Satisfied       3. Neutral         4 Not Satisfied       5 Not at all 

Satisfied   

 

3.5. Who was providing household income before the migration of your spouse? 

 

 1. Myself        2.  My spouse        3. My father      4. My mother      5. My spouse’s father         

  6. My spouse’s mother          7. Other please Specify ………………………. 

 

3.6. Who provides household’s income after the migration of your spouse? 

1. Myself        2.  My spouse       3. My father          4. My mother          5. My spouse’s father         

  6. My spouse’s mother          7. Other please Specify 

………………………………………………….. 

3.7.  Who used to take the most important decisions in your life before you got married? 

1. Myself         2. My father 3.   My mother            4. My siblings                 5. My friends  

6. Other, please specify………………………………………………………………………. 

3.8. Who takes the most important decisions in your life after you got married? 

     1. Myself         2. My spouse          3. Both of us          4. My father                5. My mother                                                 

6. My spouse’s father            7. My spouse’s mother                 8. My friends              

9. Other please specify……………………………………………                                                   

3.9. Who used to take the most important decisions in your life before the migration of your 

spouse? 
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     1. Myself         2. My spouse          3. Both of us          4. My father             5. My mother      6. 

My spouse’s father           7. My spouse’s mother           8. Other, please specify……………… 

3.10. Who takes the most important decisions in your life after the migration of your spouse? 

 

     1. Myself         2. My spouse          3. Both of us          4. My father             5. My mother         

6. My spouse’s father            7. My spouse’s mother                                                                                

        8. Other, please specify……………………..………… 

3.11. Does your spouse send remittance? 

      1. Yes                     2. No.  (>> 2.17)                 

 

3.12. If yes, has your spouse sent remittance in the last 12 months? 

        1. Yes                                           2. No   (>> 2.17)                 

  

3.13. How much does your spouse often send?  

 

3.13ii How frequent are these remittances? 

1. Every week    2. Every 2 weeks   3.Monthly    4.Every 2 months    5.Quarterly  

 6.Every 6 months 7.Every year 8.Every 2 years 9. Other ……………………. 

 

3.14. If yes, through what means are the remittances sent? 

1. Bank account   2. Mobile money transfer 3. Though Ghana Post office 4. 

Transfer through bank 5. Through friends / relatives  6. Spouse brought it

 7.Other …………………. 

 

3.15i How much food does your spouse often send (put monetary values on it)?  

3.15ii. How much goods does your spouse often send (put monetary values on it)?  

3.15. When your spouse sends remittance, who receives it? 

1. Myself            2. My father             3. My mother             4. My spouse’s father             

5. My spouse’s mother                     6. Other, please specify…………………………………. 

3.16. If yes, who decides how the remittance is used? 

1. Myself         2. My spouse          3. Both of us          4. My father             5. My mother                  

6. My spouse’s father            7. My spouse’s mother      8. Other, please specify……… 
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To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 

Q/N 

 

         Statement 

Responses 

1. 

Strongly 

Agree 

2. 

Agree 

3. Neutral 4. Disagree 5. Strongly 

Disagree 

3.17.  I make my own choices 

in life before I got 

married 

     

3.18.  I make my own choices 

in life after I got married 

     

3.19.   I make my own choices 

in life before my spouse 

migrated 

     

3.20.  I make my own choices 

in life after my spouse 

migrated 

     

 

3.21. Indicate the person who had control over these resource before and after the migration of your spouse. 

          

Resources 

Before Migration of spouse After migration of spouse 

1.Myself 2. My 

spouse 

3. Other, specify 1.Myself 2. My 

spouse 

3. Other, 

specify 

Personal business 

capital 

      

Personal property        

Choice of Labour       

Personal Occupation       

 Education/Training       

Choice of Religion       

Career Development       
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3.22. Who performed the following chores before and after the migration of your spouse? Please tick the appropriate response 

          

Household 

Responsibilities  

Before Migration of spouse After migration of spouse 

1. 

Myself 

2. My 

Spouse 

3. Both 

of us 

4. Another 

person-

Please 

specify 

1. 

Mysel

f 

2. My 

spous

e 

3. Both 

of us 

4. Another 

person- 

Please 

specify 

Food preparation         

Cleaning          

Laundry and clothes 

care 

        

Farm-work and care 

for animals 

        

Children’s 

educational issues 

        

House maintenance          

Home management         

Child care         

Purchasing goods 

and services 
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Please indicate your level of autonomy when taking decisions on the following issues if applicable by ticking the appropriate response  

 

1= Full Autonomy and decision is not communicated to spouse 

2= Full Autonomy and decision is communicated only to spouse  

3= Spouse is consulted occasionally 

4= Spouse is consulted in some cases 

5= Spouse is consulted in all cases 

 

S/N Indicators Responses 

1 2 3 4 5 

3.23.  Purchase/sale of family property      

3.24.  Accessing Credit       

3.25.  Children’s Education      

3.26 Children’s Health      

3.27  Home management       

3.28   Children’s Life and career      

3.29  Involvement in societal activities      

3.30  Involvement in political activities      

3.31  Travel or visit relatives/friends      

3.32 Construction/renovation of a house      

 

SECTION 4: BENEFITS, OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSEQUENCES OF MIGRATION  

4.1.  How do you feel about the absence of your spouse? 

              1. Very Happy                   2. Happy                3. Neutral            4. Sad                5. Very Sad  

            

4.2.  Please explain your answer………………………….………………… 

 

4.3. Has your living conditions changed since the migration of your spouse?  

 

          1. Yes           2.  No             (>>D5)       99. Don’t Know/Can’t tell  
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4.4. What type of changes have you experienced in these areas after the migration of your spouse 

Aspects of Life No change 1  Less Changes 2  More Changes 3 

Housing    

Food    

Social Status    

Savings    

Personal possession    

Education/Training    

Career/Occupation    

Health Needs    

Clothing     

 

 

4.5. Do you have regrets about the migration of your spouse? 

 

1. Yes                                2. Neutral                                                3. No  

 

4.6.  Please explain your answer ………………………………………………………… 

 

SECTION 5: COPING STRATEGIES  
5.1. How often does your spouse visit home?  1. Every week    2. Every 2 weeks   3.Monthly                     4.Every 2 months    5.Quarterly     

6.Every 6 months 7.Every year 8.Every 2 years         9.Never visited    (>>5.4)    10. Other 

………………………. 

 

5.2. When was the last time your spouse visited home?   Month         Year  

 

5.3.   What is the reason for the visit? 

................................................................................................................................................. 

5.4.   Have you ever visited your spouse at his/her destination? 

   1. Yes                                2. No      

6.4 Please give reasons for your answer…………………………………… 
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5.5 How often do you communicate with your spouse? 

   1. Daily                      2. Weekly                      3. Monthly                4. Once a while  

5.6. Who often initiates the contact and communication? 

          1. Me                     2. My spouse                 

5.7. Which medium do you use to communicate? 

   1. Phone calls         2. Letters           3. Emails           4. Social Media             

 5. Other, please specify………………………................................................................................... 

5.8.  Does your husband have other spouse(s)? (For Female Respondents only) 

1. Yes                             2. No             

 

5.9. If yes, where is/are the spouse (s)? 

  1. At destination           2. At origin           3. Both at destination and origin               4. I don’t know   

5.10. When did he take the other spouse (s)?  

1.  Before he migrated      2. After he migrated   3. Both before and after the migration 

5.11. Give reasons why your husband took other spouse(s) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5.12. Do you have other spouse (s)? (For Male Respondents only) 

             1 Yes                            2 No 

5.13.   If yes, when did you marry another wife?  

        1. Before my wife migrated      2. After my wife migrated 3. Both before and after the migration 

 5.15. If yes, why do you have other spouse(s)? ………………………………………………… 
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5.16  What are the changes in the family after the migration of your spouse? ……………………………………………………………………………… 

5.17. Who were you consulting before and after the migration of your spouse when facing the           following challenges? 

 

S/N 

 

Challenge 

Whom to Confide in 

1. My spouse   2.My father    3.My mother    4.My spouse’s 

father    5.My spouse’s mother     6.My friend    7.Other 

………………… 

Before migration of 

spouse 

After migration of spouse 

1 Financial   

2 Marital   

3 Family   

4 Career/Occupation   

5 Health   

6 Depression   

 

 

5.18. Who were you seeking these emotional needs from before and after the migration of your spouse? 

Emotional Needs Status of person to respondent  

 

1.My spouse   2.My father    3.My mother    4.My spouse’s father    5.My 

spouse’s mother     6.My friend    7.Other ………………… 

Before migration of spouse After Migration of spouse 

 A sense of security, safety 

and comfort  

  

Love and affection   

Companionship   

Honesty and openness   

Attention and conversation   

Physical attractiveness   

Financial support   

Domestic support   
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Depression    

5.19. How do you satisfy your sexual needs in the absence of your spouse? 
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In-depth Interview and Focus Group Discussion Guide 

 

North-south Internal Migration: Experiences and Coping Strategies among Left-behind Spouses Northern Region of Ghana 

 

 Bio-data Migration history of spouse 

1. Please tell me about yourself ( Age, ethnicity, occupation, religion, number of children, family structure) 

2. Please give some information about your spouse ( Age, ethnicity, occupation, religion, number of children, current location) 

3. Describe your spouse’s decision process to migrate. (probe for reasons for migrating, planning, consultation process, approval and disapproval, those 

consulted and why) 

4. Please tell me about the history of your spouse’s migration (Probe for destination (s), duration of absence, frequency of return, patterns and culture of 

his/her migration, did spouse migrate before or after marriage) 

5. Describe how you feel about the migration? (Probe for views on spouse’s a migration, role played, effects of spouse’s absence on family unification, 

reasons) 

 

 Family Arrangement and Cultural Practices  

1. How has this society transformed over the last 10 years? (Probe for changes in line of authority, responsibility, resource control, family structure and 

size, involvement and of extended families) 

2. Can you describe the changes in your family since the migration of your spouse? (Probe for changes in line of authority, responsibility, resource control, 

family structure and size, involvement of extended family) 

3. What is your view on the current family arrangement on your family? (probe for positive and negative implication, reasons and personal opinion) 

4. How has decision making in the family transformed since your spouse migrated? (Probe for level of control in decision making, who he/she consults, 

frequency, issues consulted on before and after migration) 

5. What accounted for these transformations? (Probe whether they are caused by spousal absence or just normal transformations within the society) 
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   Patterns of Migration in the Study Area 

1. What is the pattern of migration in this community in the last 10 years and currently? (Probe for destinations, age group of those moving, marital status 

and the reason behind it. Type of migration). 

 

 Migration, Gendered Relations and Power Dynamics 

1. What are the duties and responsibilities of men in this community? (Probe for the cut out work for men and other societal expectations and those that are 

forbidden) 

2. What are the duties and responsibilities of women in this community (Probe for the cut out work for women and other societal expectations and those 

that are forbidden)  

3. How has these societal duties and responsibilities changed over time? (Probe the changes over the years and what account for it) 

4. Please tell me about your duties and responsibilities in this household before and after the migration of your spouse. (Probe for changes and what 

accounted for the changes, control over decision making and use of resources) 

5. What new roles have you taken and why? (Probe for changing gendered roles) 

6. How does your new role conflict with the norms and practices in your community? (Probe for personal and societal views on men performing female 

roles and vice versa) 

7. What is your opinion on females heading households? (Probe the reality, reasons behind it, the views of the community and why they think that way). 

 

 Benefits, Opportunities and Consequences of Migration 

1. What challenges do you face currently? 

2. What are the possible causes of these challenges? 

3. What challenges do you face due to the absence of your spouse? (probe for personal, child care and other family related and occupational challenges) 

4. What benefits has the migration of your spouse brought to you? (Probe for personal, child care and other family related benefits and occupational 

progress) 
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5. What is the one most important benefit you have derived from the migration of your spouse? 

6. What is the most important thing you have lost due to the migration of your spouse? 

 

 Coping Strategies 

1. How have you been coping with extra responsibilities in and out of home? (Probe for forms of support, from whom and why). 

2. Tell me about communication between you and your migrant spouse. (Probe for means, reasons for using that frequency, view and satisfaction level) 

3. Describe how your children were cared for before the migration of your spouse. 

4. How do you cope with child care now? (Probe for innovative means of child care, external or internal support and who is involved). 

5. How do you manage child bearing and raising in this living apart family? (Probe for number of children born after migration, how it was managed, 

managing child education, health and other needs). 

6. How are you coping with your emotional and sexual needs since your spouse is away? (probe for means of coping, any extra marital affairs) 
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APPENDIX II- CONSENT FORM 

 

PROTOCOL CONSENT FORM 

Title of Study North-south Internal Migration: Experiences and Coping Strategies 

among Left-behind Spouses in the Northern Region of Ghana 

Principal Investigator  Theophilus Kwabena Abutima 

Certified Protocol 

Number 
 

 

General Information about Research  
I am a PhD Candidate at the Centre for Migration Studies of University of Ghana, Legon-Accra. I am conducting a research on North-south Internal Migration: 

Experiences and Coping Strategies among Left-behind Spouses in the Northern Region of Ghana. The research seeks to find out the experiences and views of 

husbands and wives who have been left behind in the Northern Region by their migrant spouses who have embarked on North-south internal migration. This field 

research is being conducted as part of my studies. I would be grateful if you could spare me a bit of your time to answer the questions below. You will be required 

to fill a 30 munities questionnaire or grant me 1-hour interview of both.  

  

Benefits/Risks of the study  

Your participation in this study may not bring you material benefits but the findings will contribute to policy making on which could give insight to how migrant 

families can be affectively managed. Also, there are not potential physical risks associated with this study however some question may invade your privacy and 

you are free to answer or decline to answer. 

 

Confidentiality   

Any information provided for this study would be treated with utmost confidentiality. Only the researcher and supervisors can have access to information provided 

and under no circumstance will your identification be revealed to a third party or a comment attributed to you without due process. The information you provide 

will be used only for academic purposes.   

Compensation   
The study has not made provision to compensate your participation in this study either in cash or material however, transportation cost will be paid to a 

participant who has to travel to meet the research team. 

 

Withdrawal from Study  
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Your participation in this study is very important for its success but voluntary and you can withdraw at any point of the exercise without a penalty.  Under no 

circumstance will you be adversely affected if you decide to participate and later withdraw your decision to participate.  

 

Contact for Additional Information   

If you need further information or clarification on this research or in case of in case of research-related injury Please contact  my supervisor and Director of the 

Centre for Migration Studies University of Ghana, Dr Delali Badasu on: 0269782129 or Email: dbadasu@ug.edu.gh   

 

Thesis Supervisor: 

Dr. Joseph Teye of the Centre of Migration Studies, University of Ghana on 0245733233 or Email: jteye@ug.edu.gh  

 

If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant in this study you may contact the Administrator of the Ethics Committee for Humanities, 

ISSER, University of Ghana at ech@isser.edu.gh / ech@ug.edu.gh or 00233- 303-933-866.  

 

 

Section C- PARTICIPANTS AGREEMENT  

"I have read or have had someone read all of the above, asked questions, received answers regarding participation in this study, and am willing to give 

consent for me, my child/ward to participate in this study. I will not have waived any of my rights by signing this consent form. Upon signing this consent 

form, I will receive a copy for my personal records." 

________________________________________________  

Name of Participants  

_________________________________________________    _______________________  

Signature or mark of participants     Date     
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